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ABSTRACT
Study programme withdrawal and student perseverance in post-secondary 
education are major challenges for post-secondary institutions, especially 
in view of the increasing difficulty of retaining the student clientele during 
the first year of university studies. To analyse the challenges students face in 
terms of learning strategies, we asked students to identify the cognitive and 
self-regulatory strategies that they would like to enhance in order to succeed 
in their education. We conduct a descriptive analysis of 824 respondents 
from 7 university accounting programmes to highlight the main learning 
strategies that failed to work for our sample, mainly for time management, 
listening, and reading, and attention, concentration, and memorisation 
management. The students report that they are unable to effectively manage 
their time (balance family, work, and studies) or estimate the time they need 
to devote to their studies. They mention being unaware of strategies for 
easily retaining the information they read in books or texts and for listening 
to teacher presentations, doing exercises to apply the procedures that they 
are required to learn, or problem solving. They also report difficulties with 
concentration and recall. Learning difficulties, lack of project writing skills, 
and thinking about dropping out are found to be positively related to study 
withdrawal. Gaps in information search strategies and feeling dissatisfied 
with results despite the effort expended negatively affect student academic 
performance and thus increase the likelihood of student withdrawal.

Introduction

Student withdrawal during the first year of university studies has for many years posed a major challenge 
for schools (Fontaine and Peters 2012; Neuville and Galand 2013; Vezeau and Bouffard 2009). Although a 
number of studies have tried to identify one or more factors of student withdrawal (Neuville and Galand 
2013), few authors explore the effects of inadequate cognitive and self-regulation strategies as indicators 
of student withdrawal, and even fewer have investigated the relationship between ineffective strategies 
used by accounting students and withdrawal from university studies (Sauvé et al. 2014). Our study 
therefore helps fill the gap by examining student withdrawal from university accounting programmes.

Student withdrawal occurs when a student leaves his or her study programme before gradua-
tion by either dropping out, with or without notifying the institution; being asked to leave by the  
institution; deciding on their own to interrupt their studies but with the intention of returning; or 
changing institutions (Grayson and Grayson 2003).
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The OECD (2013) reports that study withdrawal is a serious problem and that 30% of students in its 
member countries abandon their post-secondary studies. Nearly half of student withdrawals from uni-
versity occur during the first year of enrolment in an undergraduate programme (CSE [Conseil supérieur 
de l’éducation] 2008). Dropout rates in accounting programmes are higher than the mean OECD rate. In 
one Quebec university, the dropout rate for the 2005–2011 undergraduate accounting cohorts at the 
university’s Montreal campus was around 39% (DRI 2013). Given that demand for accounting graduates 
is high both in Canada (Government of Canada 2015) and elsewhere, e.g. in the US (AICPA Students, 
Academics & Inclusion 2015), it is important to understand the reasons for accounting student with-
drawal so preventive strategies can be developed.

To better design interventions aimed at reducing withdrawal from accounting studies, we sought 
to understand why students leave their field of study. Many factors can influence programme with-
drawal, including personal issues such as lack of orientation, education funding, and support from 
relatives (Fortin et al. 2006; Tremblay 2005); academic difficulties such as students’ lack of knowledge 
about their study programme and the institution’s facilities, prior knowledge, and deficient learning 
strategies (Basque et al. 2009; Hyland, Howell, and Zhang 2010; Ma and Frempong 2008; Sauvé et al. 
2007, 2012; Sauvé, Racette, and Moisan 2010; Sauvé, Racette, and Royer 2008); and social difficulties, 
e.g. interpersonal problems with other students or with faculty and staff at the institution (Kulm and 
Cramer 2006; Roy 2006; Wright et al. 2008).

In this study we focus on ineffective learning strategies as determinants of withdrawal from university 
studies. We report on the cognitive and metacognitive difficulties experienced by 824 students from 
7 university accounting programmes and link them to study withdrawal and poor academic perfor-
mance, also major determinants of study withdrawal (Bennett 2003). We thus contribute to a better 
understanding of students’ learning difficulties during their studies so that universities can offer them 
support programmes to foster academic perseverance.

The rest of the paper is organised as follows. The next section presents ineffective learning strategies 
as determinants of study programme withdrawal. It is followed by the methodological section and 
the results. The final sections discuss our results, conclusions, and suggested areas for future research.

Ineffective learning strategies as determinants of study programme withdrawal

Research shows that scores of undergraduate students have problems studying effectively (e.g. Ruph 
2010). A number of studies find that students are relatively unaware of their personal learning strategies 
(Al-Harthy, Was, and Isaacson 2010; Dawson, Meadows, and Haffie 2010; Ferla, Valcke, and Schuyten 
2008; Rodarte-Luna and Sherry 2008; Vanmuylder et al. 2006). Since unawareness and ineffective learn-
ing strategies can contribute to student failure (Endrizzi 2010; Parent 2014; Vezeau and Bouffard 2009), 
‘It is imperative to consider an introduction to academic practices and learning strategies’ (Vanmuylder 
et al. 2006, 17). Knowledge about these strategies (cognitive and metacognitive) can lead students to 
better understand their study habits and adapt to different teaching situations.

Learning strategies have been given various definitions, objectives, and characteristics (Sauvé et al. 
2012). We refer to the work of Ruph (2010), who considers that learning strategies are primarily high-
level, conscious, and deliberate mental activities aimed at acquiring new knowledge and developing 
new skills. Learning strategies are metacognitive and self-regulating in nature, and are expressed in a 
wide variety of actions. Ruph (2010) divides learning strategies into five categories. In the following par-
agraphs, we define these categories by summarising his work and identifying the associated challenges.

Listening and reading strategies aim to appropriate the information that is pertinent to learning, 
including cognitive operations such as comprehension, representation, and retention of information in 
order to use it in the future. These strategies are applied during lectures, in class, or in distance learning 
(audio/videoconference), in a reading context, during documentation research, in problem-solving 
situations, during case studies, in an observational context, for the comprehension of various types of 
instruction, and so forth. Challenges identified in this category are comprehension and organisation of 
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course materials, most notably difficulty in selecting what is important, summarising or synthesising, 
organising knowledge hierarchically, and establishing links with real-life situations (Ruph 2010).

Strategies for oral and written production refer to cognitive strategies required to apply acquired 
knowledge. These strategies are used during written or oral exams, presentations, written assignments, 
teamwork, problem solving, internships, and so forth. The associated challenges are problems communi-
cating ideas, including being understood, deciding whether something is appropriate to say, organising 
communications (repetitions, omissions, lack of structure), forgetting part of the instructions or the 
data for a given problem, providing ‘irrelevant’ answers, and making ‘careless’ mistakes (Ruph 2010).

Strategies for managing external resources focus on the planning, organisation, and effective use 
of available resources that facilitate learning, such as time, work tools, tutors, teachers, specialised help 
services, computer equipment, etc. Challenges in this area are difficulty in organising, planning, and 
managing time and the study environment, which results in procrastination, last-minute studying, 
failure to stick to a schedule, feeling that there is not enough time, being frequently late, cramming at 
the end of the semester, difficulty locating course materials quickly, and forgetfulness (of work to be 
done, exam dates, and appointments) (Ruph 2010).

Strategies for managing attention, concentration, and memorisation make use of mental capacities 
to remain attentive and concentrate on learning-related tasks. Challenges in this category include resist-
ance to engaging in a task, being easily distracted by the environment (sounds, images) or personal 
concerns, and inability to concentrate for long periods during class, while reading, or during an assign-
ment (Ruph 2010). This category also includes issues related to planning and managing memorisation 
efforts to ensure long-term recall. The ensuing difficulties are memory gaps, problems retaining the 
subject matter being learned, and forgetting the information after exams or after reading (Ruph 2010).

Strategies for managing motivation, stress, and emotions involve controlling impulsive behaviours 
and stress. Challenges include feelings of disorientation, vague goals, lack of vocational interests and 
perseverance, feelings of wasting time, laxness, carelessness, difficulty in getting the work started, 
procrastination, and not prioritising studies (Ruph 2010). Problems linked to stress manifest them-
selves through performance anxiety at exams, freezing up when faced with challenges, stress due to 
assignments, fear of public speaking, fear of making presentations, and feelings of being overwhelmed 
(Ruph 2010). Problems related to emotions manifest themselves as feelings of incompetence, i.e. lack 
of self-confidence, uncertainty regarding academic success, self-defeating thoughts, feelings of guilt in 
relation to difficulties and failures, self-criticism, and feelings of inferiority compared to other students 
(Ruph 2010). Finally, problems linked to impulsive behaviours are reflected in blurting out answers and 
acting without thinking about consequences (Ruph 2010).

Some of the most significant deficiencies identified among university students’ learning strategies 
are: (a) cognitive strategies for reading and searching for information (Beaudry et al. 2008; Kozanitis 
2010; Ruph 2010; Sauvé et al. 2012); (b) strategies for managing external resources such as time (Dion 
2006; Racette 2009; Ruph 2010; TÉLUQ [Télé-Université] 2010) and tasks (Ferla, Valcke, and Schuyten 
2008; Greene and Azevedo 2007; Ruph 2010; Shaienks and Gluszynski 2007); and (c) ability to manage 
emotions (Bartels and Jackson 2009; Berger, Motte, and Parkin 2009; Kozanitis 2010; Racette 2009; 
Rodarte-Luna and Sherry 2008; Ruph 2010). Some studies that focused on managing assignments to 
be handed in and allotting time for study concluded that students who withdraw from school tended 
to skimp on study time (Humphrey 2006; Ma and Frempong 2008; Shaienks and Gluszynski 2007). 
Other authors looked into the ability to plan and manage tasks (e.g. Ferla, Valcke, and Schuyten 2008; 
Shaienks and Gluszynski 2007), including Gollwitzer (1996), who showed that good planning is essential 
to academic perseverance because it facilitates starting and regulating actions, improves performance, 
and reduces stress, thereby enhancing students’ psychological well-being.

It seems that students not only have gaps in their learning strategies, but also have fewer opportu-
nities to self-regulate. Zusho and Edwards (2011, 27) report that: 

self-regulatory failures generally arise when students are unable to properly assess the characteristics and demands 
of the tasks to be accomplished; they have limited knowledge about the task, the domain and / or strategies; and 
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they underestimate or overestimate their ability to complete the task. These limits may, in turn, lead students to plan 
incorrectly and set inappropriate goals, which leads to failures in monitoring and control over the learning process.

Other studies investigated students’ motivation management strategies and self-efficacy (Bandura 
1997; Van Bragt et al. 2011; Galand and Bourgeois 2006; Galand and Vanlede 2004; Neuville, Frenay, and 
Bourgeois 2007; Vezeau and Bouffard 2009). High self-efficacy, i.e. belief in one’s own ability to complete 
tasks and reach goals (Bandura 1997), has been linked positively to academic performance and per-
severance (Galand and Vanlede 2004). Students with low self-efficacy are often less persevering in the 
face of difficulties, experience more stress and anxiety, and self-regulate less in their academic activities 
(Vezeau and Bouffard 2009). Ambivalence about learning and lack of self-regulation, i.e. not knowing 
the what, when, and why of a task, contribute to the likelihood of dropping out (Van Bragt et al. 2011).

In this study, our main objective is to gain a better understanding of the difficulties surrounding 
the learning strategies of accounting students and to link these difficulties to student withdrawal. 
Since a number of studies associate the use of effective learning strategies with academic perfor-
mance (e.g. Al-Harthy, Was, and Isaacson 2010; Bean and Metzner 1985; Bennett 2003; Chyung, 
Moll, and Berg 2010; Dawson, Meadows, and Haffie 2010; Wolters 2010), we also look at the asso-
ciation between learning strategy problems and students’ academic performance, given that poor 
performance can lead students to abandon their programme (Bennett 2003). Note that assess-
ments often measure understanding of content with little regard for the achievement of skill 
development, whereas cognitive and self-regulatory strategies are closely related to skills. Further, 
students develop strategies to maximise assessment success according to the criteria set out by 
their professors (Boulet, Savoie-Zajc, and Chevrier 1996). Hence, grades attest to student learning 
only if the learning objectives are valid and the assessments are adequately aligned with these 
objectives. Nevertheless, we hypothesise that students with low grades who say their learning 
strategies are ineffective are more likely to drop out.

Methodology

Following is a description of the study sample and data collection process, measuring instruments, 
and analysis methods.

Study sample and data collection process

In fall 2012 and winter 2013, we surveyed undergraduate accounting students enrolled in seven French-
speaking universities in the province of Québec (Canada), including one distance education institution. 
Our convenience sample consisted of 824 students distributed as follows across each of the seven 
participating universities (U): U1 = 12, U2 = 50, U3 = 569, U4 = 25, U5 = 78, U6 = 52, and U7 = 38. 
Variation in the number of respondents between the universities is due to the difference in size of the 
participating institutions, and consequently of their accounting programme. However, all institutions 
offer a similar accounting programme. The research received the ethical approval of each participating 
school’s institutional committee.

The data were collected in two phases. In the first phase, a designated professor/collaborator 
in each of the participating institutions was responsible for distributing the questionnaires to 
accounting students in their institution. They generally proceeded by inviting students enrolled 
either in an orientation course in the accounting programme or in an accounting course to take 
part in the study on a voluntary basis. The second data collection phase was carried out with the 
registrar of each participating institution three terms after the first phase to determine whether 
participants in the first phase had dropped out after one year. Students’ grade point averages (GPA) 
were also obtained. For each student, data obtained in the second phase were matched with data 
from the first phase.
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Measuring instruments

In addition to a registration form and a consent form, five questionnaires listing ineffective learning 
strategies were completed by study respondents: (1) 26 listening and reading problems; (2) 21 oral and 
written production problems; (3) 18 external resource management problems; (4) 11 problems with 
managing attention, concentration, and memorisation, and (5) 24 problems with managing motiva-
tion, stress, and emotions. Participants were asked to read all items in each of the five questionnaires 
and identify those that applied to them. Questionnaire items are listed in Tables 1–5 (results section).

The questionnaire items were developed on the basis of Ruph’s (2010) five learning strategy catego-
ries and a review of the literature on post-secondary perseverance and withdrawal (Sauvé et al. 2007). 
The questionnaires were first pre-tested with a group of 216 university students. The respondents were 
asked to indicate (Yes/No) whether they perceived having the difficulties listed, cross out items that 
they believed were similar, and propose any additional difficulties. The revised questionnaires were then 
pre-tested again with several students, who said they would prefer it if the statements were formulated 
as strategies that respondents feel should be improved, as this type of wording might provide them 
with a different perspective and motivate them to seek help and tools to improve themselves. Finally, 
the revised questionnaires were used in a study with 179 students which confirmed that the items 
appropriately illustrated the difficulties students were experiencing (Sauvé et al. 2012). The research 
instruments were administered in French and items were translated by a professional English translator 
for publication purposes.

Analysis methods

First, descriptive statistics on deficient learning strategies were collected. Second, factor analyses were 
performed for each of the five learning strategies to identify latent constructs using eigenvalue above 
1 and Scree-test criteria (Kim and Mueller 1978). Six components explaining 45.3% of the variance 
were obtained for listening and reading strategies (see Table 1); five components explaining 49.8% of 
the variance were obtained for oral and written production strategies (see Table 2); five components 
explaining 49.4% of the variance were obtained for strategies for managing external resources (see 
Table 3); three components explaining 41.6% of the variance were obtained for strategies for managing 
attention, concentration, and memorisation (Table 4); and six components explaining 42.2% of the 
variance were obtained for strategies for managing motivation, stress, and emotions (see Table 5). For 
each component, the total for the items was used in subsequent analyses. We then performed step-
wise regressions of the latent constructs related to learning strategy deficiencies on study withdrawal 
(coded 1 if student dropped out, 0 otherwise) and academic performance. For the purposes of this 
study, dropouts are defined as students who voluntarily decided not to re-enroll in the accounting 
programme in the third term, i.e. the following year (whether or not they notified the institution), and 
students who were asked to leave by the institution. Since not all students completed all five question-
naires, 783 observations, including 122 students who dropped out of their programme (15.6%), were 
available for the regressions. At fewer than 2.3, the variance inflation factors (VIF) were low with respect 
to all variables considered in the regressions and there were no condition indices over 10, indicating 
no problem with multicollinearity (Hair et al. 1998).

Results

Overall demographics

Fifty-five per cent of respondents were women (453 of 824) and 45.0% were men (371). Just over half 
(61.0%) of participants were in the 18–24 age group (503), while 16.9% (139) were 25–29 years old and 
21.7% (179) were 30 years or older. Most participants (72.2%) were full-time students while 27.8% were 
part-time, and 25 students (3.0%) were enrolled in a distance education programme.
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Learning strategies

A descriptive analysis of the five learning strategy categories is presented in the following sections. 
The analysis is limited to the problems that affected more than 10% of the respondents. Note that 
each category has a different number of respondents since some students failed to complete all five 
questionnaires.

Listening and reading
Most respondents report having reading difficulties (n = 812). Out of the 26 items, 22 were checked off 
by more than 10% of respondents, and few students seemed to have no listening and reading prob-
lems (9.9%). Many students report being unaware of strategies that can help them easily retain the 
information they read (44.3%), or say they do not know how they learn in routine academic situations 
(39.0%). However, they would like to understand their personal learning process as they complete 
assignments that apply one or more of the concepts they need to learn, and when they solve problems 
(39.0%). About one-third reported the following: they feel that they do not retain anything they read 
(34.0%); they have trouble taking notes effectively (33.4%); they are unable to extract the main ideas 

Table 1. Factor analysis – listening and reading strategies.

aExtraction method: principal component analysis; rotation method: Varimax with Kaiser normalisation.
bThe item loadings above 0.30 are provided for each component.

Componenta Item Item loadingb

Need for information 
search strategies

I would like to learn effective research strategies and use them to find the 
information I need.

.719

I would like to know where to begin when doing research. .686
I would like to learn how to prepare an oral presentation. .599
I would like to identify my research skills. .575
I would like to learn how to write a summary. .538
I would like to learn to take notes effectively. .384

Need for listening 
and understanding 
strategies

I would like to improve my strategies for deliberate and active listening. .670
I would like to read nonverbal cues better. .662
I would like to be able to select the appropriate listening strategy for the 

specific learning situation.
.601

I would like to improve my ability to correctly identify primary and secondary 
concepts during a lecture, an oral presentation, or other situation.

.593

I would like to know how to go about understanding the instructions for my 
assignments.

.403

Reading difficulties When I read, I don’t think I retain anything. .708
My mind wanders when I read. .658
When I read, I underline information but still don’t retain it. .567
When I read, I can’t figure out the meaning of the words, concepts, or subject 

matter.
.456

Need for efficient 
reading strategies

I would like to learn strategies to easily retain the information that I read. .638
I want to be able to extract the main ideas from the material I read. .562
I would like to be able to repeat or summarise what I have just read. .440
I would like to understand how I learn during routine academic situations, 

such as listening to a presentation or a demonstration by a teacher; reading 
manuals or photocopies; doing assignments to apply one or more concepts 
that I am supposed to learn; or solving problems.

.431

Difficulties with the 
learning process 

Whether in class or online, I rarely ask questions even when I don’t under-
stand.

.615

I wonder whether learning means doing something over and over again. In 
order to learn, I do a lot of practice exercises.

.606

To pass an exam, I commit the subject matter to memory, because learning 
means memorising.

.487

I hesitate to ask my professor or instructor for tips or to explain steps. .433
Ineffective reading 

strategies
When I read, I do a lot of underlining but I don’t try to make connections with 

what I read previously.
.621

When I read, I often skip words that I don’t understand. .604
When I read, I don’t use any tools (dictionary or Wikipedia) to understand the 

meaning of some words.
.578
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from the material they read (33.6%); their mind wanders while reading (32.4%); they cannot repeat or 
summarise what they have just read (31.9%); and they do not know how to write a summary (31.2%). 
Some report that they do not retain information when they read even if they highlight it (24.1%), while 
others say that they do not use any tools (e.g. a dictionary) to understand the meaning of specific words 
when they read (17.4%).

In terms of listening, students report being unaware of effective learning strategies to use when 
listening to a presentation or watching a demonstration by a teacher (39.0%). They would like to improve 
their strategies for deliberate and active listening (29.1%), and they report not knowing how to prepare 
an oral presentation (28.7%). They would like to improve their ability to properly identify primary and 
secondary concepts during a lecture or an oral presentation (20.0%) and to develop their skills for 
detecting non-verbal clues (19.7%) and understanding the instructions for their assignments (13.4%). 
They would also like to be able to select the appropriate listening strategy for the specific learning 
situation (13.7%).

In terms of memorisation and understanding, some students think that learning means repeating 
the same task over and over again and therefore completing a great many exercises (24.8%) in order 
to learn. To pass an exam, they report committing the subject matter to memory, because they believe 
that learning means memorising (24.3%), and they indicate rarely asking questions, even when they 
do not understand (24.4%).

In terms of researching information, students report lacking effective research strategies to find the 
information they need (29.1%), not knowing where to begin when doing research (25.9%), and lacking 
information research skills (22.2%).

The factor analysis performed on the 26 listening and reading items led to the following 6 compo-
nents: need for information search strategies, need for listening and understanding strategies, reading 
difficulties, need for efficient reading strategies, difficulties with the learning process, and ineffective 
reading strategies (see Table 1).

Table 2. Factor analysis – oral and written production strategies.

aExtraction method: principal component analysis; rotation method: Varimax with Kaiser normalisation.
bThe item loadings above 0.30 are provided for each component, except for one item whose maximum loading on any component 

was 0.288.

Componenta Item Item loadingb

Need for project writing 
skills

I would like to learn how to write an analysis. .820
I would like to learn how to write a synthesis essay. .782
I would like to learn how to write a dissertation. .755
I would like to know the guidelines for writing projects. .429
I don’t know how to organise the information in my projects. .423

Writing deficiencies I lose several points on my written assignments because of the quality of my 
writing.

.683

I often make grammatical errors. .659
I have problems conjugating certain verbs. .658
I reread what I write but don’t spot my mistakes. .611

Problems organising 
ideas

I would like to be able to organise my ideas in writing so that they read well and 
are properly structured.

.739

I have a specific idea of what I want to write but am unable to express myself 
clearly.

.574

I would like to be able to structure my text. .534
I would like to learn how to put together a good oral presentation. .471
I never do an outline before writing. .461
I’m often told that my sentences are hard to understand. .410

Problems citing refer-
ences

I don’t know how to correctly cite references in my projects. .902
I don’t know how to correctly cite Web references in my projects. .898
I have problems quoting accurately from a book. .288

Unsatisfactory results 
despite effort

I don’t get satisfactory results despite all my efforts. .768
I struggle to prepare thoroughly for exams. .672
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Oral and written production
The majority of the 807 respondents report having difficulty with oral and written production. Out of 
21 items, 16 were checked off by more than 10% of respondents, and only 20.4% of the respondents 
seemed to have no difficulties in this area.

With regard to oral production, students report not knowing how to craft a good oral presentation 
(23.0%). In terms of written production, they indicate having a specific idea of what they want to write 
but being unable to express themselves clearly (24.2%). They mention failing to make an outline before 
writing an assignment (19.3%) and not knowing how to write an analysis (18.6%), a synthesis essay 
(17.2%), or a dissertation (11.6%). Students would like to be able to organise their ideas in writing so 
that they read well (18.1%), and they want to learn to structure their texts (16.7%). They indicate strug-
gling to prepare thoroughly for their exams (23.4%) and find that they do not get satisfactory results 
despite their best efforts (19.1%).

In terms of properly formatting texts, students report rereading what they write but failing to spot 
mistakes (20.9%). They mention losing several points on written assignments for the poor quality of 
their writing (17.8%) and not knowing the guidelines for writing projects (19.7%). They indicate not 
knowing how to properly cite references (17.1%) or web references (14.6%) in their projects, and fre-
quently making grammatical errors (12.1%).

The factor analysis on the 21 oral and written production items identified the following 5 compo-
nents: need for project writing skills, writing deficiencies, problems organising ideas, problems citing 
references, and unsatisfactory results despite effort (see Table 2).

Managing external resources
Most respondents (n = 795) report having difficulty managing external resources. The majority of the 18 
items were checked off by more than 10% of respondents, i.e. 16 items, and only 15.0% of respondents 
appear to have no difficulty with this task.

Table 3. Factor analysis – strategies for managing external resources.

aExtraction method: principal component analysis; rotation method: Varimax with Kaiser normalisation.
bThe item loadings above 0.30 are provided for each component.

Componenta Item Item loadingb

Problems estimating 
study time

I would like to know how to estimate how much time I need to dedicate to my 
studies.

.694

I would like to manage my time better. .665
I would like to be able to estimate the time I need to do my school work. .633

Problems planning 
study time

I tend to wait until the last minute before studying or doing my assignments. .756
I work better under pressure or by procrastinating until the last minute. .692
I don’t have the discipline to schedule study time during the week. .671
I have problems planning my study time and starting the work. .496

Need to learn to  
manage workload

I would like to learn how to follow the steps laid out in the study guide (distance 
studies) or the course outline (on-campus studies).

.693

When school begins, I would like to note how I manage my workload. .629
I would like to be able to apply myself to my studies so I can complete my assign-

ments and projects.
.602

Problems balancing 
work, family  
responsibilities, and 
school

I have problems balancing work, family responsibilities, and school. .728
I can’t seem to put aside enough time for my studies while also meeting my per-

sonal, family, and social obligations.
.585

I worry about whether I can dedicate enough time to my studies while meeting my 
obligations.

.440

I am habitually late to class. .424
I would like to combine my vacation time or my professional obligations with 

attending school.
.380

Need to manage  
workload and  
personal life

I would like to be able to stay in contact with my circle, my friends, and my family 
while I’m in school.

.706

My heavy academic workload is a source of concern. .528
I would like tips on how to avoid falling behind on my assignments. .354
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Time management is the main problem reported (50.2%). Respondents indicate being unable to 
estimate the time they need to dedicate to their studies (36.5%), waiting until the last minute before 
studying or tackling their assignments (33.1%), lacking the discipline to schedule study time during the 
week (32.5%), having problems planning their study time and starting the work (25.7%), feeling unable 
to estimate the time needed to do their school work (24.4%), and working best under pressure or by 
procrastinating until the last minute (24.2%). Some are concerned about the heavy academic workload 
(20.0%), would like tips on how to avoid falling behind in their assignments (19.6%), and would like to 
know how to manage their workload at the beginning of their programme (16.9%). In addition, some 
students would like to be able to apply themselves to their studies so they can complete assignments 
and projects (11.9%).

In terms of balancing work, family, and education, respondents expressed concern about dedicat-
ing enough time to their studies while meeting their obligations (27.3%). They report having difficulty 
balancing work, family responsibilities, and school (20.8%), wanting to stay in contact with their circle, 
friends, and family while in school (16.6%), failing to set aside enough time for their studies while also 
meeting personal, family, and social obligations (14.3%), and having difficulty combining vacation time 
or professional obligations with attending school (12.6%).

The factor analysis of the 18 managing external resources items yielded the following 5 components: 
problems estimating study time; problems planning study time; need to learn to manage workload; 
problems balancing work, family responsibilities, and school; and need to manage workload and per-
sonal life (see Table 3).

Strategies for attention, concentration, and memorisation
The majority of respondents (n = 800) report having difficulty managing attention, concentration, and 
memorisation. Each of the 11 items was checked off by at least 10% of respondents, and only 22.1% 
of respondents reported no difficulties in this category. Overall, more than one-third of respondents 
indicate being unaware of the strategies they use to pay attention, concentrate, and memorise (37.0%).

In terms of concentration, many students would like to learn different strategies to remain focused 
on what they read (30.5%). They mention not being able to concentrate when they want to study 
(27.6%), thinking they have learning difficulties (slow pace, lack of concentration) (14.1%), and waiting 
until they are in the mood before starting an assignment or studying for an important exam (15.0%). 
Some students report that when their professor asks a question, they are unable to think of the answer 
or they do not even try to figure it out (11.6%).

Table 4. Factor analysis – strategies for managing attention, concentration, and memorisation.

aExtraction method: principal component analysis; rotation method: Varimax with Kaiser normalisation.
bThe item loadings above 0.30 are provided for each component.

Componenta Item Item loadingb

Concentration difficulties I often let my mind wander whether I’m in class or online or when I’m working 
on assignments.

.659

I want to study but I can’t concentrate. .574
When the professor asks a question, I can’t think of the answer or I don’t even 

try.
.545

Before starting an assignment or studying for an important exam, I wait until 
I’m in the mood to do it.

.504

I think I have learning difficulties (slow pace, lack of concentration). .445
Need for attention, 

concentration, and 
memorisation strategies

I would like to learn different strategies (e.g. reading out loud) to remain 
focused on what I’m reading.

.643

I would like to know which strategies I use to pay attention, concentrate, and 
memorise.

.642

I would like to know how to check if I have fully grasped the subject matter. .510
I don’t think I can retain everything. .420

Problems focusing on 
relevant material

I take notes but it takes too long. .767
During an exam or a test, I get the feeling that I didn’t study the right material. .579
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With regard to memorisation, many students believe that they are unable to retain everything 
(37.3%). Several students would like to know how to ascertain whether they have fully grasped the 
subject matter (25.0%). When taking an exam or a test, some students feel that they did not study the 
right material (14.9%).

In terms of attention, a number of students point out that taking notes takes them too long (22.4%). 
Others indicate allowing their mind to wander during class or online sessions, or when working on 
assignments (20.9%).

The factor analysis of the 11 attention, concentration, and memorisation items led to 3 components: 
concentration difficulties; need for attention, concentration, and memorisation strategies; and problems 
focusing on relevant material (see Table 4).

Motivation, stress, and emotions
The majority of respondents (n = 797) report difficulty with motivation, stress, and emotions. Out of 
24 items, 13 were checked off by more than 10% of respondents, while only 18.8% of respondents 
appeared to have no difficulty with these factors.

With regard to stress, a third of respondents indicate having problems controlling stress when writing 
exams (33.6%). Some report sleeping and eating disruptions during exam periods or when assignments 
are due (32.5%). They would like to learn strategies to help alleviate the stress-related symptoms that 

Table 5. Factor analysis – strategies for managing motivation, stress, and emotions.

aExtraction method: principal component analysis; rotation method: Varimax with Kaiser normalisation.
bThe item loadings above 0.30 are provided for each component.

Componenta Item Item loadingb

Stress management 
and self-confidence 
difficulties

I worry all the time. Everything is a big deal and people say I’m stressed out 
and anxious. I wonder how I can change this.

.655

I would like to learn strategies to help alleviate the stress-related symptoms I’m 
experiencing.

.607

I would like to be able to better control my stress during exams. .528
I have trouble managing my personal problems so that they don’t interfere 

with my studies.
.509

I tend to get discouraged when I struggle with my classes. .487
I’m not very self-confident. .412

Considering dropping 
out

I’m thinking about dropping out for a time, but I don’t know who to turn to for 
advice.

.734

I’m discouraged and want to drop out, but I don’t know what to do. .564
When I run into problems, it makes me want to drop out. I’m wondering how 

to stay motivated.
.521

I’m uncomfortable going to school with people who are young enough to be 
my children.

.486

Uncertainty about 
returning to school

The school year is beginning and I’m worried about this new step. .622
I don’t know if I’m capable of going back to postsecondary studies. .558
Thinking about the new school year, I worry about meeting new people. .504
I don’t know if I have what it takes to resume my studies after so many years 

away from school.
.499

I don’t know if I’m capable of doing distance studies. .407
Self-insight into moti-

vation and attitudes
I would like to know what motivates me to learn. .804
I would like insight into my attitudes toward my studies. .780

Uncertainty about 
learning strategies

I wonder whether completing only the mandatory assignments is sufficient. .613
When I’m unsure about what I’m doing, I don’t know how to check if I’m on 

track.
.570

Feeling overloaded The people close to me are always advising me to slow down. .618
I feel overloaded and don’t know what to do about it. .505
During exam periods or when assignments are due, my sleeping and eating 

habits are disrupted. I’m wondering how to change this.
.437

Distance education stresses me out a lot, and I’m wondering what to do. .414
I use stimulants or other substances to get me through everything and I don’t 

know what to do to change this.
.395
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they experience (31.6%) and some feel overloaded and are unsure of how to deal with it (27.5%). Others 
express anxiety, i.e. they worry constantly, think everything is a big deal, and say that they are stressed 
out and anxious (18.4%).

In terms of motivation, respondents indicate feeling discouraged when they struggle with their 
classes (28.9%). They would like insights into their attitudes toward their studies (23.3%) and what 
motivates them to learn (22.6%). Some mention a lack of self-confidence (18.4%).

As for emotions, some respondents indicate being unsure about what they are doing and not 
knowing how to check if they are on track (17.8%). Some wonder whether it is enough to complete 
only the mandatory assignments (15.2%). Others report being always advised to slow down by those 
close to them (12.7%) or having trouble managing personal problems so that they do not interfere 
with their studies (12.2%).

Six components were obtained as a result of the factor analysis on the 24 motivation, stress, and 
emotions items, i.e. stress management and self-confidence difficulties, considering dropping out, 
uncertainty about returning to school, self-insight into motivation and attitudes, uncertainty about 
learning strategies, and feeling overloaded (see Table 5).

Difficulties most encountered by accounting students

When the results for prevailing difficulties are compared, we find that even if the majority of respondents 
report difficulty with oral and written production, we find that no more than 25% of students report expe-
riencing problems with a specific item. Over half of the respondents report time management problems 
(50.2%) while close to half indicate lacking strategies to easily retain the information they read (44.3%). About 
one-third mention being unaware of learning strategies for listening and reading or for managing attention, 
concentration, and memorisation. They report failing to remember course material, being unable to estimate 
the time they need to dedicate to their studies, waiting until the last minute before studying or working on 
their assignments, and lacking the discipline to schedule study time during the week. With regard to stress, 
about one-third of respondents indicate having poor control over stress during exams.

Learning strategies and study withdrawal

The results of the stepwise logistic regression of all components on study withdrawal indicate that six com-
ponents related to three learning strategy categories are associated with students dropping out of their 
university programme (see Table 6). In terms of listening and reading strategies, difficulties with the learning 
process contribute to study withdrawal. Therefore, failing to ask questions when needed and memorising 
only the subject matter are behaviours not conducive to academic perseverance. However, reading difficulties 
(e.g. not retaining information when reading) are negatively related to study withdrawal, possibly because 
students who experience such difficulties work harder to compensate for them. In terms of oral and written 
production strategies, students who sense that they lack project writing skills may be more inclined to drop 
out. However, difficulty organising ideas for written and oral presentations (e.g. being unable to express ideas 
clearly in writing) does not influence students to withdraw from their university programme. These results 
may be due to the fact that written assignments and oral presentations are seldom required during first-year 
courses in the accounting curriculum, as compared to later in the programme. However, if students do not 
develop this learning strategy because it is not required by first-year assessments (Boulet, Savoie-Zajc, and 
Chevrier 1996), they may lack the necessary skills to perform adequately in the following years when they 
are required to write papers and answer cases.

In terms of strategies for managing motivation, stress, and emotions, it seems that students who 
consider dropping out eventually act on the idea, but those who feel overloaded remain in the pro-
gramme. This feeling arises from working hard, and their work pace is illustrated by the fact that those 
close to them are constantly advising them to slow down. Although students report a need for learn-
ing concentration and memorisation strategies, none of the three components related to attention, 
concentration, and memorisation is associated with study withdrawal.
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Learning strategies and academic performance

The regression of learning strategies on academic performance is presented in Table 7. Two com-
ponents are negatively related to academic performance, i.e. need for information search strate-
gies (listening and reading strategies) and unsatisfactory results despite effort (oral and written 
production strategies), indicating that these difficulties hinder performance. Difficulty estimating 
study time (strategies for managing external resources) and feeling overloaded (strategies for 
managing motivation, stress, and emotions) are positively related to academic performance. As 
pointed out previously, students who experience these problems are probably hard workers and 
their efforts pay off in their grades. The three components related to attention, concentration, and 
memorisation are not associated with GPA.

Correlation between academic performance and study withdrawal

There is a strong negative correlation between academic performance and withdrawal: r  =  –0.483 
(p = 0.000, n = 783, not tabulated). This negative correlation indicates that dropout students score 
lower academically and supports Bennett’s (2003) results that poor performance can lead to programme 
withdrawal. As learning strategy problems can negatively impact accounting students’ academic per-
formance (e.g. Al-Harthy, Was, and Isaacson 2010; Bean and Metzner 1985; Bennett 2003; Wolters 2010) 
and academic performance can affect student withdrawal, ineffective learning strategies can then be 
considered to indirectly influence the decision to withdraw from the programme. Some of the faulty 

Table 6. Stepwise logistic regression of learning strategies on study withdrawal.

aProbability tests are bilateral.

Part A: Final model

Learning strategies Variables  β coefficient Probability (Expβ) pa

Intercept −1.481  0.227 0.000
Listening and reading 

strategies
Reading difficulties −0.252  0.778 0.018
Difficulties with the learning 

process 
 0.223  1.252 0.041

Oral and written  
production strategies

Need for project writing skills  0.167  1.182 0.063
Problems organising ideas  −0.175  0.839 0.063

Strategies for managing 
motivation, stress, and 
emotions

Considering dropping out  0.428  1.534 0.020
Feeling overloaded  −0.308  0.735 0.017

 Test for β1 to β6 = 0, Chi-square = 652.82, p < 0.001, Nagelkerke R2 = 0.054.

Part B: Classification by final model

Withdrawal
Actual number by 

category
Correctly classified 

by model
Percentage cor-
rectly classified

Yes 122 75 61.5
No 661 358 54.2
Total 783 433 55.3

Table 7. Stepwise regression of learning strategies on academic performance (grade point average).

aProbability tests are bilateral.

Learning strategies Variables Coefficient pa

Intercept 2.792 0.000
Listening and reading strategies Need for information search strategies −0.060 0.004
Oral and written production strategies Unsatisfactory results despite effort −0.314 0.000
Strategies for managing external resources Problems estimating study time 0.097 0.007
Strategies for managing motivation, stress, and emotions Feeling overloaded 0.173 0.000
Adj. R2 = 0.066, p = 0.000, n = 783.
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strategies that hinder performance are the need for information search strategies (listening and reading 
strategies) and unsatisfactory results despite effort (oral and written production strategies), as indicated 
previously (see Table 7).

Discussion

Consistent with the findings of several studies (Al-Harthy, Was, and Isaacson 2010; Dawson, Meadows, 
and Haffie 2010; Ferla, Valcke, and Schuyten 2008; Rodarte-Luna and Sherry 2008; Sauvé et al. 2012; 
Vanmuylder et al. 2006), our results show that accounting students perceive having difficulty with 
learning strategies. For each of the five categories, at least one-third of respondents indicated they 
lacked or needed to improve on items. However, a number of students also indicated no difficulty in 
each category, with the largest percentage reporting no problems with attention, concentration, and 
memorisation (22.1%).

In terms of listening and reading, students reported two main difficulties: being unaware of strat-
egies they can use to easily retain the information they read, and not understanding how they learn 
in routine academic situations. Further, the regression on withdrawal indicates that students who 
expressed having challenges with the learning process (e.g. rarely asking questions when they do not 
understand, equating learning with memorising) are more prone to dropping out (see Table 6). We 
conclude that difficulties with the reading and learning process are associated with study withdrawal, 
and that the more students use inadequate search strategies, the lower their grades (see Table 7) and the 
more likely they are to drop out of their university programme. These results confirm those of Beaudry  
et al. (2008), Kozanitis (2010), Ruph (2010), Sauvé et al. (2012), and De Clercq, Galand, and Frenay (2012), 
who examined major listening and reading problems – challenges also experienced by many of our 
respondents. In line with St-Pierre’s (2004) recommendation, we believe accounting students must be 
taught how to use learning strategies to overcome the major difficulties that they report.

In terms of oral and written production strategies, the greater students’ dissatisfaction with the results 
of their efforts, the lower their grades. In addition, the greater their need for project writing skills, the 
more likely they are to drop out. Students’ dissatisfaction is related to the effort they invest in preparing 
for exams and in their work. When students lose confidence in their ability to succeed, they set lower 
expectations for themselves and are thus less likely to succeed (Galand and Vanlede 2004; Neuville, 
Frenay, and Bourgeois 2007). Given that accounting courses rely mainly on exams as an assessment 
tool, especially early in the programme, it is recommended that students be offered tools that can help 
them develop their learning strategies and prepare appropriately for exams.

In terms of strategies for managing external resources, results show that the main difficulty reported 
by about half of the respondents (50.2%) is time management. This finding confirms studies by Dion 
(2006), Racette (2009), and TÉLUQ [Télé-Université] (2010), in which students identify time manage-
ment as a major weakness in their learning strategy. The results of the regression on academic per-
formance indicate that students who report having trouble estimating study time have better grades. 
However, they would like to better manage their time and estimate how much should be dedicated 
to their studies. Bandura (1997) and Parmentier (1994) stress that as students gain confidence in their 
time management skills, they increase their chances of academic success. Since they develop their 
time management skills and expend the necessary effort to obtain good grades during their first year, 
students should be offered tools to develop strategies to better understand course and workload 
requirements as early as the first term so they can do the work and assignments required to undergird 
their academic performance.

In terms of managing motivation, stress, and emotions, students report having difficulty controlling 
stress during exams. Many studies associate stress management difficulties with study withdrawal 
(e.g. Bennett 2003). The regression results show that students who feel overloaded perform better 
academically and tend to remain in school. They seem therefore aware of the stress they experience, 
including sleeping and eating disruptions in response to work overload and distance education, and 
some of them indicate compensating for stress by resorting to stimulants to help them achieve high 
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grades. In line with Pintrich and Schunk (2002), these results might be explained by the goals pursued 
by accounting students in their university studies (e.g. obtaining a degree or becoming a member of the 
accounting profession), as well as the following: the more accounting students focus on performance, 
the greater their desire to exceed performance standards, surpass others, and be recognised for their 
achievements. The regression on study withdrawal indicates that students who were contemplating 
dropping out at the time they completed the questionnaire actually withdrew during their first year 
of study. Identifying these students early in their first academic year to offer counselling sessions with 
university personnel, discuss the support they need, and provide them with the appropriate tools to 
meet these needs might prevent their dropping out.

Our results also indicate that students seem unaware of the strategies they use for managing atten-
tion, concentration, and memorisation. Many would like to learn different strategies to remain focused 
on what they read. However, since none of the three components related to these strategies was sig-
nificant in either the regression on study withdrawal or on academic performance, it therefore appears 
that students compensate for these difficulties in some way, perhaps by working harder.

Lastly, our results establish that the lower their grades and the weaker their learning strategies, the 
more likely students are to withdraw from university within the first year. These results are in line with 
those of Schleifer and Dull (2009), who found a significant correlation between learning strategies and 
academic performance and concluded that the higher a student’s grades, the more he or she masters 
self-regulation strategies. Our findings also echo the results of studies correlating the use of effective 
learning strategies to academic performance (Al-Harthy, Was, and Isaacson 2010; Bean and Metzner 
1985; Chyung, Moll, and Berg 2010; Dawson, Meadows, and Haffie 2010; Wolters 2010). Students urgently 
need tools at the outset of their first term if they are to develop the learning strategies they need to 
bolster their academic performance.

Conclusion

The results indicate that certain difficulties with learning strategies seem to impact accounting students’ 
academic performance or lead them to drop out of their programme during their first academic year. 
To our knowledge, few studies in the literature have yet investigated these students and their reasons 
for study withdrawal.

The findings show that there is a need to provide students with support tools to help them improve 
their information search skills and organise information in essays or projects. Short videos could be 
developed along with support materials to help hone these learning strategies. Institutions could 
identify failing students early in the programme, particularly those who consider their unsatisfactory 
results disproportionate to the effort expended. These students could be offered support tailored to 
their individual needs.

Further studies could investigate whether the difficulties identified in this study recur each school 
term and continue when no action is taken to resolve them. Support tools, such as the ones suggested 
previously, could be assessed to see whether they help develop accounting students’ learning strategies 
or offset their deficiencies, given that the more students use appropriate strategies, the higher their 
scores and the longer they persevere in their studies. More broadly, research should be undertaken 
to determine what types of interventions (e.g. student selection process, curriculum design, support 
mechanisms) work best to reduce student withdrawal and when. Lastly, inquiries should be made into 
how some students who seem to lack learning strategies are nonetheless able to obtain high grades 
(i.e. problems estimating study time or feeling overloaded, see Table 7) or persevere in their studies 
(i.e. reading difficulties or problems organising ideas, see Table 6).

Despite our study’s limitations, i.e. use of a non-random sample, possible issues with the accuracy 
and exhaustiveness of student self-reported data, and omission of other variables that could explain 
study withdrawal, we support the findings of Endrizzi (2010) and Vezeau and Bouffard (2009), namely 
the critical nature of offering workshops or courses to foster the development of learning strategies 
at the beginning of university studies. We suggest that knowledge of cognitive and self-regulation 
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strategies can help accounting students to better understand their study behaviours and adapt to 
different learning situations, thus enabling them to pursue and complete their study programme.
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