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Students’ Ideas About Mathematics (SIAM) and Students’ Ideas About Accounting-Financial (SIAAF):  A comparison of the views held by male and female students in a first year Accounting (AF) course at the University of the South Pacific.
Sundari Muralidhar, Centre for Educational Development and Technology (CEDT) and Nacanieli Rika, Faculty of Business and Economics, The University of the South Pacific


ABSTRACT:

The qualitative study was aimed at gaining insights into perceptions held towards mathematics and Accounting (AF), by male and female students enrolled in a first year degree Accounting course, and to use those perceptions in constructing a survey, for a quantitative study later.  The institution where the study was undertaken, is a multi-modal institution that serves a heterogeneous population of students who come from twelve countries with different cultures, languages and mathematical background.   Under-participation and under-achievement in mathematical tasks and high level of attrition in mathematics courses have remained strong concerns in this institution, as has been elsewhere.   An earlier qualitative study done (2003) at the same institution, by the first author, had revealed interesting perceptions expressed by the male and female students enrolled in a first year degree service-mathematics course.   In that study the data collected was only on perceptions towards mathematics and in a mathematical environment (during a mathematics class). The present study was undertaken to compare the perceptions held towards mathematics with those held towards Accounting.  

The report describes how the process used for assigning a positive or a negative profile to each student on each discipline, helped to identify the possible causes for students to perceive the two disciplines positively or negatively.  Listing the features of : the nature of, and the learning environment provided for each discipline as possible causes, the report  outlines the suggestions made by students for improving the learning environment.   The report concludes outlining the changes needed in the way the two curricula are organized and lists the implications for a possible transfer of some of the teaching and learning practices between the two disciplines.
1.
Introduction

Competency in mathematics is perceived to be important, by many students, because,   “Today, many jobs require mathematical skills.   Everyone knows that science depends on mathematics.  … Computer packages, themselves based on mathematical models of scientific or economic phenomena are widely used to simulate hypothetical situations in areas ranging from medicine to investment banking, from social planning to aircraft design. …from medical technology (CAT scanners) to economic planning (projecting tax revenues), from genetics (decoding of DNA) to geology (locating oil reserves) “.   (Steen, 1999).  According to Before It’s Too Late (National Commission on Mathematics and Science Teaching for the 21st Century (NCMST, 2000), competency in mathematics is necessary to build an economic base because of “ the rapid pace of change in both the increasingly interdependent global economy and the …workforce.”   Therefore mathematics competency must be developed at high levels to ensure the economic survival of communities and regions.  
In order to achieve the student-competency goals outlined above, at the University of the South Pacific (USP), Mathematics has been introduced as a service course in disciplines including Accounting,which are closely related to Mathematics.  This practice has posed many challenges to teachers and learners of Mathematics-related disciplines, given the variety of student perceptions that exist towards Mathematics compared to those towards other disciplines.  Judging from the higher number of enrolments and the higher level of achievement in terms of scores, Accounting has remained a popular discipline, compared to mathematics, at the University of the South Pacific (USP).   One major reason seems to be the learners’ perception that the jobs are more easily available for Accounting graduates. The other reason seems to be that studying Accounting in the first year of a University Programme is perceived to be less challenging than studying Mathematics.    

To address these challenges, student support services in mathematics were introduced at USP.
2.      Context of the Study

At the University of the South Pacific (USP), where the present study was undertaken, students enrolled in the undergraduate programmes in Accounting, are required to study a unit or two of mathematics.  The University of the South Pacific (USP) is a multi-modal institution that serves twelve countries in the South Pacific region.  These countries are: Cook Islands, Fiji Islands, Kiribati, Marshal Islands, Niue, Nauru, Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tokelau, Tonga, Tuvalu and Vanuatu.  Close to 20 000 students are enrolled in courses offered at the USP.   These courses are offered through face-to-face instruction, print-mode, flexi-schools and on-line.  The University operates through three major Campuses in Suva (Fiji), Vila (Vanuatu) and Apia (Samoa), and thirteen Distance Education Centres in Lautoka (Fiji), Labasa (Fiji), Santo (Vanuatu), Tanna (Vanuatu), Cook Islands, Kiribati, Marshall Islands, Nauru, Niue, Solomon Islands, Tokelau, Tonga and Tuvalu.  There are six institutes which conduct consultancy, research and short courses to meet the needs of the region.  These institutes focus on Agriculture, Applied Sciences, Education, Marine Resources, and Pacific Studies, Development and Governance.   Academic programmes are conducted through the four faculties- the Faculty of Arts and Law (FAL), the Faculty of Business and Economics (FBE), the Faculty of Islands and Oceans (FIO) and the Faculty of Science and Technology (FST), each of which consists of different schools, departments and divisions.   In addition to the institutes, the University has also established support services through the Library, Media Centre, Information and Technology Services (ITS) and the Centre for Education, Development and Technology (CEDT).    The role of CEDT is to provide support to credit course Coordinators and instructors by running training programmes in Professional Development and use of technology, and support to students by running training programmes in Academic skills, English language skills and Mathematical skills.   The Coordinators of student support services are also responsible for collaborating with the credit course Coordinators and instructors to investigate on the problems faced by the learners and provide appropriate advice on strategies to use for minimizing such problems.   The report presented here is the result of one such collaborative activity between the first author who coordinates student support services in Mathematics in CEDT and the second author who is a coordinates and instructs a first year Accounting course in the Faculty of Business and Economics (FBE).
The School of Accounting and Finance offers a three year bachelors degree in commerce. The Programme consists of 20 courses, including a minimum of eight courses in accounting. These consist of two introductory courses in the first year, three technical courses in the second year (covering Financial Accounting, Management Accounting and Corporate Finance) and three theory courses in the final year (covering Accounting Theory, Auditing and Information Systems). Each course is taught over a 14-week
 semester, with an average of 70 teaching hours, including lectures, tutorials and workshops.  Assessment for the first year accounting course comprises a continuous assessment and a final examination with a weighting of 40 percent and 60 percent respectively.  Continuous assessment is made up of a two-hour mid-semester test, tutorial exercises, and two assignments with a weighting of 15 percent, 10 percent and 15 percent respectively.
The School of Computing, Information, Mathematics and Statistics (SCIMS) offers four service-mathematics courses at the first year level.  These are: MA111 - Mathematics for  Pure Sciences which aims to cater to the needs of first year students who may be majoring in Mathematics, Engineering or Physics;    MA102 – Mathematics for Biological Sciences,which is a service-course for first year students intending to major in Chemistry, Biology or Environmental Sciences;   MA101 – Mathematics for Social Sciences, which is required for majoring in such mathematics-related disciplines as Accounting, Economics, Management, Geography, which are social science-oriented.    All these courses involve students to attend four lectures and one hour of tutorial per week throughout each semester which is fourteen-week long.   Assessment comprises a continuous assessment and a final examination which are given a weighting of 40 percent and 60 percent respectively.  The continuous assessment consists of two to three paper-pen type short tests which are 1.5 to 2 hour long, These tests are held during the semester. The final examination is of a three-hour duration and held at the end of the semester. 
3.    Research Aims and Objectives

Primarily, the research was aimed at identifying the differences, if any, in the way learners perceived Mathematics and Accounting.   A secondary aim was to find if gender plays any part in how the two disciplines were perceived by students.   

This is the first study which compares learners’ perceptions of Mathematics and a closely related discipline Accounting.   Previous studies related to learners’ perceptions have tended to view the two disciplines separately.   This separatist approach has failed to recognize the potential for transferability of teaching and learning practices between the two disciplines
4.    Rationale for the current study 
Although learning mathematics is a cognitive process, learners’ perceptions can play an important role in their decisions about how much mathematics they will need and how they will approach the mathematical content which they will need to study.  Students’ poor participation and achievement in mathematics are generally attributed to their negative attitudes towards the discipline.   One reason for studying students’ perceptions is to identify factors that might lead to negative attitudes towards mathematics.  Another reason is to devise ways of helping students to acquire a positive attitude towards mathematics, which is an important educational outcome.(Reyes, 1984) 
Findings from an earlier qualitative study (SIAM 2003) by the first author, had revealed interesting perceptions expressed by students who had enrolled in first year degree service-mathematics course.   The study had revealed that close to 30% of the subjects had talked about the importance of mathematics.  More females than males in this sub-group had highlighted the importance of mathematics indicating their awareness of its applicability to different fields.   More males than females in this study had described mathematics as a brain-exercising activity or a problem-solving technique, while “Considerably more females than males in the study had seen mathematics as a challenging subject, requiring concentration, familiarization with its formulas and symbols, and a lot of hard work because of its hierarchy of concepts. “ (Muralidhar, 2003, p. 476)).   The subjects in that study had all enrolled in Programmes involving different disciplines of Social Sciences, including Accounting.    Accounting students in that group had specially questioned the need to do a service-mathematics course with much of its content not being relevant to their needs.  Similar sentiments had been expressed by other sub-groups in the study.   It was therefore felt necessary to separately examine the perceptions of each sub-group within the service-mathematics group.   Accounting, was chosen to be the first to be studied, as it was the largest sub-group.

5.       Studies of Learners’ perceptions towards Mathematics and Accounting
5.1    Studies of Learners’ Perceptions towards Mathematics
Many studies have identified the factors that influence under-participation and under-achievement in mathematics.  Two such factors are Gender differences and Mathematics Anxiety.  Some studies attribute gender differences in participation in and achievement on mathematical tasks, to stereotypical perceptions of mathematics as a male domain (Burton 1986, Walkerdine, 1988,  Walkerdine et al. 1989).   According to Issacson (1989), a number of different factors both within-school and outside-school experiences influence females’ under-participation and under-achievement.   Discussing two of the concepts of `double-conformity’ and `coercive inducement’, Issacson points to the difficult choice that females have to make between identifying themselves as : `females’, and  `as persons successful in mathematics’.   According to Walkerdine (1989), such a perception held by females towards mathematics, was the result of the nature of the subject itself and the way it was taught.  She argued that gender differences had much to do with a myth regarding male superiority in mathematics, and recommended that the causes of the myth be identified and rectified..  Studies done later pointed to the influence of media reports in shaping parents’ attitudes, values and beliefs about gender differences.    According to Leder (1992), “ The important role played by the media in shaping ideas and attitudes, as well as reflecting and reinforcing popular beliefs, is widely recognized”.   Walker and McCoy (1997) reported on the close relationship between students’ perceptions of mathematics and their home, school and community.   They pointed out that students’ motivation to learn mathematics was affected by a variety of factors such as teacher support, relevance, and extra curricular activities.   Lack of motivation results in becoming over-anxious about Mathematics.  Mathematics anxiety has been studied as a psychological condition defined and measured by using psychometric tests or their variations, developed about 25 years ago, by Richardson (1972).   A high level of Mathematics anxiety prompts learners to avoid Mathematics.  Attrition rates in Mathematics courses is therefore quite high in many universities.  Linn (1995) reported that in the United States, over half the group of students who initially selected mathematics as a college major, eventually changed to another discipline area.  She reported that this attrition was more noticeable in the case of female students.
5.2    Studies of Learners’ Perceptions towards Accounting

Compared to Mathematics, Accounting records a high number of enrolments in first year courses at USP, thus indicating the relative popularity of Accounting .   Such a positive perception about Accounting is possibly based on students’ previous educational experience as a large proportion of first year students would have only recently left secondary school.  However, Accounting educators at USP have noted a decline in positive attitudes towards Accounting at second and third year level. The slight change in the positive attitude of second year students may be related to such factors as Accounting courses being associated with significant workloads; assessment perceived as difficult, and grades generally lower than those for other courses.  An additional factor among third year students may be related to a dislike of reading, since most third year courses include a significant component of theory. This is consistent with findings of an American study, where students expressed preference to “listen to the professors’ lectures instead of reading the materials” (Shotwell, 1999, 13).  Comparing the perceptions of business and non-business majors, Shotwell (1999) found that almost all the students, business and non-business majors alike, had expressed that financial accounting would be useful to them in the real world;  more than 50 percent of business-majors, indicated that they would enroll in the financial accounting course despite its not  being a compulsory unit, while 60 percent of non-business majors, indicated that they had enrolled in the course because it was a requirement.    Investigating gender differences among 132 Accounting graduates in a 4-year degree programme, Gammie et.al, (2003), found that female students performed better than their male counterparts in the Accounting module and the Auditing module studied at the first and the third year levels.   However, in the fourth year, no gender differences were observed.  A study of 526 students in a three-year Accounting degree, by Koh and Koh (1999), found that students’ performance was positively related to academic aptitude, Mathematics background, and previous work-experience.  Contrary to the study by Gammie et al (2003), this study found that male students performed better than females.  The Koh and Koh study also found that younger students out-performed mature age entrants and the students who had studied Accounting at high school did not perform as well as those without prior knowledge of Accounting.
Higher rates of surface-learning and lower rates of deep-learning were observed among Accounting students, compared to those previously observed for other disciplines, in a study conducted at two Australian universities (Booth et al,1999),. Among Accounting students, higher scores for surface approach were generally associated with less successful academic performance, but no significant relationship was observed between deeper learning approaches and student performance.

6.
Design of the Study

The methodology used was that of qualitative type, as it allowed collection of more in-depth, comprehensive information, by providing a wider understanding of the situation.  According to Jacob(1988), this method of research allows a study of interaction between variables in their  natural-setting..  Although choice of this method posed a limitation due to subjectivity creeping into the study, attempts have been made to include the primary data in the final report.   This has helped to maintain the validity of the research on Accounting students’ perceptions of Mathematics and Accounting.   This method was chosen to avoid the limitations imposed by quantitative method of collection of data and its analysis by using attitudinal surveys constructed elsewhere.      
6.1
Subjects of the Study
The subjects were 270 (144f: 126m) first year degree students who were all majoring in Accounting. and were also enrolled in a service-mathematics course, as an academic requirement at the USP..

 6.2
Collection of data 
The data for the study was collected by the first author, through an open-ended activity during a lecture session held by the second author, early in the first semester.  Students were each provided with a blank sheet of paper and asked to write for about 20 minutes on what they thought of Mathematics and Accounting.  The reasons for using such a procedure for data collection were: the argument put forward by the NCTM (1989) that " assessment procedures such as attitude questionnaires fail to capture the full range of perceptions and beliefs that underlie students' dispositions." (p.233), and the use of same procedure in a previous qualitative study (SIAM 2003) by the first author, had yielded valuable data showing interesting perceptions held by students who were all enrolled in a first year service mathematics course.
7.    Focus of the present Study
Focus of the present study was to list firstly, the features of  Nature of Mathematics and those of Nature of Accounting which create positive or negative perceptions.   This was to be done by examining the features of  Nature of the two disciplines as perceived by the sub-groups Mathematics Positive (MP), Accounting Positive (AFP), Mathematics Negative (MN) and Accounting Negative (AFN).  Secondly, the gender differences, if any, in the way Nature of Mathematics and Nature of Accounting were perceived by the sub-groups MP, AFP, MN and AFN.  Thirdly, the gender differences in the suggestion views given by the sub-groups – MP, AFP, MN and AFN, on how Mathematics and Accounting curricula should be organized.

8.       Data Analysis
Stage 1 of the analysis of data involved classifying the SIAMSIAAF data into very much the same major and sub-categories as was done in the SIAM study of 2003, as shown in the Tables 1 and 2.
8.1
Stage 1
Table 1: Sub-categories of Holistic/Functional views (HV/FV)
	Code
	Description

	HV1
	A holistic view which describes Mathematics/Accounting as a brain exercising activity or a problem solving technique

	HV2
	A holistic view that observes Mathematics/Accounting in different forms

	HV3
	A holistic view that highlights the applicability of Mathematics/Accounting to different fields

	HV4
	A holistic view that describes Mathematics/Accounting using different imagery

	HV5
	A holistic view that highlights the importance of Mathematics/Accounting

	HV6
	A holistic view that highlights the nature of Mathematics/Accounting

	HV7
	A holistic view that observes Mathematics/Accounting as a list of topics and principles

	FV
	A functional view that outlines what Mathematics/Accounting does to the user


Some examples of Holistic/Functional views (HV/FV) on Mathematics were: “Maths is problem solving”; “Mathematics is just like life”; “ we should do maths because our memory works faster and it makes our brain think faster”.   Some examples of Holistic/Functional views on Accounting were: “Accounting is calculations”; “deals with information in everyday life, for eg. Preparing the budget”; “Accounting is secret of a company’s success”; “It teaches us to make good decisions.”
Table 2: Sub-categories of Suggestion Views (SV)
	Code
	Description

	SV1
	Suggestions directed at fellow students

	SV2
	Suggestions directed at lecturers, tutors and course coordinators about how Mathematics/Accounting should be presented and assessed

	SV3
	Suggestion views directed at academic community which is involved in facilitating the academic processes in general


Some examples of Suggestion views (SV) on mathematics were: . " early morning is the best time to study maths"; "maths can be made simple if I study it everyday"; "lectures should be presented in an interesting manner with clear explanations and clear speech"; 
" tests and assignments should be set at the end of each topic". "lecturers should explain the main ideas which the lecturers are supposed to examine the students on"; "students who are repeating the same course should be assessed differently"; " benefits of the maths course should be mentioned explicitly in the lectures"; "more time should be allocated for completing maths tests and exams";  Some examples of Suggestion views (SV) on Accounting were:  “classes need to be interesting, lively, and slow-paced.”; “Maths course content should be practical and relevant to AF”; “Maths course should not be made a requirement for Accounting courses.”; “opportunities should be provided for extra support to students”.
8.2
Stage 2
Stage 2 of analysis resulted in the classification shown in Table 3

Table 3: Sub-categories of Explicitly PV/NV profile
	Code
	Description

	EMP
	Explicitly Math Positive

	EAP
	Explicitly Accounting Positive

	EMN
	Explicitly Math Negative

	EAN
	Explicitly Accounting Negative


Some examples of students’ responses on the two disciplines, which were classified as Explicitly Positive or Negative were:”Accounting is an interesting subject, whereby I as a student feel very comfortable doing such a subject and as one of my majors.”; “Accounting is very interesting and meaningful unit”; “Accounting is indeed a very interesting course which is much more easier than maths”; “some parts of accounting is very difficult and here the problem arises of students failing this subject.”; “Accounting causes irritation if statements don’t balance.”; “no matter how hard you study and struggle in Accounting, the lecturers make sure that only a certain number of students pass, whereby the interest of students re lost.”; “ this Accounting course can provide us a good job.”; “ Mathematics is my second best subject at secondary level.”; “ Maths is very interesting.”; “Maths is fun and beautiful.”; “solving math problems is very hard because of so many formulas”; “very interesting once you understand it.”
8.3
Stage 3

Leaving out the Holistic views which described the nature of the disciplines (HV6), the Functional Views (FV) and all other sub-categories of Holistic View (HV) were used to construct Table 4.
Table 4: Sub-categories of Implicitly PV/NV profile
	Code
	Description

	IMP
	Implicitly Math Positive

	IAP
	Implicitly Accounting Positive

	IMN
	Implicitly Math Negative

	IAN
	Implicitly Accounting Negative


8.4
Stage 4

Profiles shown in Tables 3 and 4 were assigned specific scores as displayed in Table 5, to assign each student with final profiles of MP, AFP, MN or AFN or relevant combinations of those profiles. 
Table 5: Scoring Explicit/Implicit Positive/Negative views
	Final Profile
	Description
	Score
	Possible Initial Profiles

	MP
	Math Positive
	2
	EMP

	
	
	3
	IMP, EMN

	
	
	4
	IMP

	
	
	6
	IMP, EMP

	AFP
	Accounting Positive
	2
	EAP

	
	
	3
	IAP, EAN

	
	
	4
	IAP

	
	
	6
	IAP, EAP

	MN
	Math Negative
	1
	EMN

	
	
	1
	IMN, EMP

	
	
	3
	IAN

	
	
	4
	IAN, EAN

	AFN
	Accounting Negative
	1
	EMN

	
	
	1
	IMN, EMP

	
	
	3
	IAN

	
	
	4
	IAN, EAN


Assigning a score of `2’ on a profile of EMP/EAP, `1’ on a profile of EMN/EAN,

` 4’on a profile of IMP/IAP, and `3’ on a profile of IMN/IAN, helped to classify students into groups of MP, MN, AFP, AFN  based on their final score.  The final score was the sum of scores assigned for each of the initial profiles.   Based on initial profiles, a student who was assigned a profile of MP could have a positive score ranging from 2 to 6.   For example, A student with a final profile of MP and a score of 2 , would have an initial profile of EMP.   A student with a final profile of MP and a score 4, would have an initial profile of IMP.   An MP student with a score of 6, would have initial profiles of EMP and IMP.   An MP student with a score of 3, would have initial profiles of IMP and EMN.   A student with a profile of MN could have scores of 1, 3 or 4.   A profile of MN with a score of 1 should mean either an initial profile of EMN or a combination of IMN and EMP.   

8.5
Stage 5

Stage 5 of the analysis involved constructing two more sub-categories – Mathematics Neutral (MU) and AF Neutral (AFU).   This helped to assign a profile to those students whose responses could not be categorized as PV or NV.
8.6
Stage 6

Stage 6 of the analysis involved investigating the gender differences by constructing the Students’ Ideas About Accounting (SIAAF) profile for MP, MN and MU students and Students’ Ideas About Mathematics (SIAM) profile for AFP, AFN and AFU students and then construct a summary record of gender differences noted for all the combinations as shown in Table 6.
Table 6: Summary Record of gender differences noted in students with different 
combinations of Mathematics and Accounting (AF) profile





	SIAM/SIAAF profile
	Males
	Females
	Totals
	%

	
	#
	%
	#
	%
	
	

	1.   MP & AFP
	55
	(55/119)100 =

46.2
	99
	(99/151)100=

65.6
	154
	(154/270)100=

57

	2.   MP & AFN
	6
	5.0
	5
	3.3
	11
	4.1

	3.   MP & AFU
	8
	6.7
	3
	2.0
	11
	4.1

	4.   MN & AFP
	7
	5.9
	14
	9.3
	21
	7.8

	5.   MN & AFN
	8
	6.7
	2
	1.3
	10
	3.7

	6.   MN & AFU
	6
	5.0
	4
	2.6
	10
	3.7

	7.   MU & AFP
	13
	10.9
	9
	6.0
	22
	8.1

	8.   MU & AFN
	3
	2.5
	1
	0.7
	4
	1.5

	9.   MU & AFU
	13
	10.9
	14
	9.3
	27
	10.0

	
	119
	
	151
	
	270
	


Key:
MP & AFP: 
Math Positive and Accounting Positive


MP & AFN:
Math Positive and Accounting Negative


MP & AFU:
Math Positive and Accounting Neutral



MN & AFP:
Math Negative and Accounting Positive


MN & AFN:
Math Negative and Accounting Negative


MN & AFU:
Math Negative and Accounting Neutral


MU & AFP:
Math Neutral and Accounting Positive


MU & AFN:
Math Neutral and Accounting Negative


MU & AFU 
Math Neutral and Accounting Neutral.  
Responses from 270 scripts were analysed as shown in Table 6. Of these scripts, 151 (55.9%) were from females while 119 (44.7%) were from males.

8.7
Stage 7

Stage 7 of the analysis resulted in noting the gender differences in the six sub-groups - MP, MN, MU, AFP, AFN, AFU, on Holistic views describing the nature of the two disciplines (HV6).   Some of the categories of the views were common to all the six sub-groups.    The categories of views which had a frequency of less than 10, were not considered for listing the findings.  The views of Mathematics Neutral (MU) and Accounting Neutral (AFU) may have therefore be left out while listing the findings and the implications.
8.8
Stage 8
Stage 8 of the analysis helped to gather information on gender differences noted in the three categories of suggestions given by the six sub-groups.
9.
Research Findings
9.1.
Categories of views on the Nature of the two disciplines
Categories of views on the nature of the two disciplines as perceived by MP & AFP groups were that: they were both scoring types of courses, challenging, demanding, tough, needed hard work, involved calculation, time consuming to understand, required concentration and attention, required consistency in working throughout, some of the content practical, some not practical and they were both connected.
Categories of views on the nature of Mathematics and Accounting as perceived by MN group were that: they were both scoring types of courses, challenging, demanding, tough, needed hard work, required concentration, attention and they were both connected.

There was only one category observed on the AFN group’s perception of the nature of the two disciplines and it was that the two disciplines were challenging, demanding, tough, needed hard work.
9.2. Categories of Suggestion views on the curricular organization of the two disciplines
Some of the suggestion views directed at fellow students, were commonly expressed by MP, AFP and MN groups.   These were that: more practice and consistent work were needed to achieve good grades.   There was no response by AFN group in this category.
Some of the suggestion views directed at Course Coordinators and Instructors, were commonly expressed by MP, AFP, MN and AFN sub-groups.   These were that: classes needed to be interesting, lively, and slow-paced, Mathematics course content should be practical and relevant to AF.

The suggestion views which were directed at academic community in general, were expressed only by MP and AFP groups.   Whilst MP group expressed the view that special tutorial groups should be provided for slow learners, the AFP group felt that Mathematics course should not be made a requirement for AF courses and that opportunities should be created for extra support in both the courses (disciplines).
9.3.
Overall perceptions towards both the disciplines:

Responses from 270 scripts were analysed as shown in Table 6.   Of these scripts, 151 (55.9%) were from females while 119 (44.7%) were from males.

154 (57.03%) of total respondents expressed a positive attitude towards both the disciplines.   This implies that 154 respondents fell into the category MP&AFP

Only 10 (3.7%) of the students had expressed negative view towards both the disciplines.  This implies that 10 students fell into the category MN&AFN.
9.4 Differences in perceptions towards the two disciplines
176 (65.2%) of all the respondents expressed a positive view towards mathematics while 41 (15.2%) expressed a negative view towards the discipline.  197 (73%) of all respondents expressed a positive view towards accounting while 25 (9.3%) expressed a negative view towards the discipline.

9.5.
Gender Differences in perceptions towards the two disciplines
Of the 126 male respondents 55(43.7%) expressed a positive view towards both Mathematics and Accounting (MP&AFP).  In contrast, 99 (68.7%) of the females in the group expressed positive views towards both the disciplines.
Of the male respondents, 8 (6.3%) expressed negative views towards both Mathematics & Accounting (MN&AFN), while only 2(1.4%) of the females in the group held negative views towards both the disciplines.
A further 13(10.3%) of male respondents expressed neutral views towards the two disciplines (MU & AFU), while 14(9.7%) of female students were neutral towards both the disciplines.

10.
Implications 

Although the study has its limitations due to its being a qualitative type and therefore subjectivity creeping into the categorization of data and its analysis, many useful outcomes have emerged.   The common features, as perceived by these students, which constitute the nature of the two disciplines, and possibly cause negative perceptions, have emerged.   The common features, as perceived by theses students, of the learning environment provided within the curricula of the two disciplines, are available.   Some of the suggestions made by students are applicable to many disciplines for improving the ways in which their curricula are organized.   Suggestions such as Accounting lecturers and tutors should: adopt a slower pace of delivery in their lessons and include new interesting exercises based on situations relevant to real-life and the Pacific region in particular, should have a universal appeal to all those course planners and instructors interested in helping students to get the maximum benefit.  Specifically, course Coordinators can identify features which students perceive positively and consider how such features might be transferred to their own discipline.  Such suggestions as the ones directed at the University administrators are very useful and perhaps urgent as well.  These include: the need for improved classroom facilities, additional support in Mathematics and discussion on the need for Accounting majors to take a service course in Mathematics which is more relevant to their need. University administrators might like to consider these suggestions when preparing strategic plans, planning infrastructural development, and allocating resources among different disciplines and departments. It should be possible to construct a survey using the categories of students’ responses and quantitatively study the possible causes of negative perceptions in terms of nature of the two disciplines and the need for improving the learning environment provided for each discipline.   Although females in this study do not emerge as holders of negative perceptions, a quantitative study through the construction of a survey  becomes necessary to study this further.
11.
Summary Conclusion and Suggestions for Further Studies
This study was exploratory in nature and therefore largely qualitative. One of its most significant contributions has been to identify factors which may influence learners’ perceptions towards the two disciplines. These reasons are generally related to the nature of each discipline, including the fact that it “is a scoring subject,” “involves complex calculations,” “requires hard work” and “is time consuming.” Future studies can focus on the most common factors identified in the current study and adopt a quantitative approach, based on a Likert scale. This will improve the standardization of responses and the ability to generalise findings.   In future studies, students can state their preferences explicitly. This will improve the validity of findings compared to the current study where student preferences were derived.  A quantitative approach will also enable researchers to gauge the strength of learners’ preferences, which is not available from the current study.  For instance, rather than simply expressing a positive view towards mathematics, students could express their preference as strong, medium or weak.   With the current research being based on a course taught through face-to-face instruction, future research could be based on examining and comparing students’ perceptions in the same course taught through print mode.  Future research can also examine the relationship between student perceptions and student performance in each mathematics-related discipline. Such a study could be based on scores in entry-level examinations as well as scores in the mid-semester test and final exam and the overall course mark.   Another research could involve monitoring students’ perceptions through the three-year degree programme and if and why perceptions change.
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