  

EVALUATION OF ACCOUNTING INTERNSHIP
A Student Perspective


Executive Summary

This reflective report aims to evaluate my accounting internship experience and provide a review of my continuing professional development (CPD). The study analyzes the extent to which the work placement contributed to my learning, understanding of the accounting profession and overall business environment. The reflective practice is used throughout the report to provide me with a greater insight into my internship experience. 
The internship has proved to be beneficial in developing my understanding of the accounting profession. The collaboration with accounting professionals, guidance, feedback and insight into the accounting industry allowed me to better understand the role of accountants, job-related requirements and career option. However, the poor level of preparation of the internship limited my personal development opportunities. 
Furthermore, a positive correlation between the internship and an enhanced understanding of the business environment has been discovered. The issues I have faced during my internship, including the inappropriate approach to management and poor business structure, allowed me to understand the importance of these aspects in organizations. The exposure to real work practices was also beneficial in terms of my understanding of work culture as well as professional and ethical values. 
Finally, the internship has been proven to be an efficient tool in developing my technical and interpersonal skills. By performing my daily tasks, I have developed greater awareness and knowledge of accounting standards, databases and payroll software. However, my responsibilities were limited to single, repetitive tasks, significantly reducing my progression opportunities. Despite some limitations in developing technical skills, the internship provided an excellent opportunity to enhance my soft skills. Through regular collaboration with different departments, daily interactions with my coworkers and managers, my team-working and communication skills have been improved, along with my self-confidence. 
Overall, the internship experience has proved to be beneficial in terms of my professional development, a better understanding of the accounting profession and business environment. However, greater benefits could be achieved thought the higher level of preparation of the internship and its better coordination and management. 
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Introduction

Internships provide an opportunity for students to explore professions and areas of interest while continuing higher education. They allow them to learn by performing the actual job and enhance their academic knowledge . Practical work experience contributes to a more informed understanding of the job, job-related requirements as well as career options and career fit . The literature on internships provides evidence of the positive correlation between internships, personal development and employability (Dobratz et al., 2014), with the real work experience contributing to the enhancement of students’ skills, practical abilities and knowledge . Given the value of internships, I have secured and completed an internship in the accounting firm, Clive Atkins , while continuing my BA Accounting course. This study aims to examine the extent to which the internship contributed to my learning, development, understanding of the accounting profession and overall business environment. The report contributes to the existing literature research on internships by providing practical evidence about the value of work experience. Furthermore, it constitutes a proactive approach to my continuing professional development (CPD). 
















Evaluation of the Internship Experience

Meaning of CPD and Reflective Practice 

CPD is a self-directed approach to learning where an individual uses a set of techniques and ideas to enhance its personal growth . Although the development of professional knowledge and competence is still a priority for accountants, self-directed approach to learning allows them to be more successful in their roles and pursue new roles more effectively . One of the approaches to self-development is a reflective practice, being learning through reflection on personal experiences (Harvey et al., 2016). Although the process is challenging as it requires individuals to evaluate their own performance, if practised regularly, develops self-awareness, improves self-development and individual’s performance . 
To provide a structure for reflective practice, numerous models have been developed such as Kolb’s (1984) or Gibbs’s (1988). For this report, Kolb’s Learning Cycle (figure- 1) will be used, whose emphasizes the vital role of discovery and experience in personal development , constituting a unique framework for learning .


Figure 1- Kolb's Learning Cycle (adapted from Kolb, 1984)

The Role of the Internship in Developing Understanding of Accounting Profession 

To be able to secure a career in accountancy it is essential to have a substantial amount of work experience . As a final year accounting student who has never worked in the accountancy sector, gaining the relevant work experience was crucial for me. The duration of my internship was six weeks instead of ten as was originally established, however, this constituted an adequate length for the internship to be meaningful . 
Although I have undertaken the internship with the intention to gain industry experience, after reflecting on it, I have discovered it was highly valuable in terms of my understanding of the accounting profession. During my internship, I was rotated between departments including accounts, payroll, and taxation. Within each department, I was given an opportunity to collaborate with accounting professionals and gain insight into their job-related responsibilities. According to Jackson (2015) such a collaboration, together with received guidance and feedback from colleagues and supervisors, allows a better understanding of the profession and career choices. The engagement in the daily accounting activities revealed the complexity of the role and responsibilities of accounting professionals. For example, I have realized the preparation of customer’s accounts is not limited to correctly accounting for transactions and preparing financial statements which I have been mostly tough during my accounting course. It also includes meeting and interviewing customers, performing credit and customers checks, analysing accounts and communicating and collaborating with other departments, coworkers and clients. This changed my overall perception associated with an accountant, that of “bookkeeper” and exposed multiple career options and accounting specializations available to me after graduation (Albu et al., 2016). Furthermore, the research has shown that recently hired accountants with previous industry experience were less dissatisfied with the jobs than the other students  . Thus, the enhanced understanding of the accounting profession will not only allow me to make more informed choices about my career but also help me to avoid unpleasant experiences in the future. 
Understanding of the accounting profession is vital for the effective students’ transition to the work environment (Chevis et al., 2011) however, the positive correlation will only occur if internships offer a high-quality experience for interns . I have observed a few issues in relation to the quality of my internship including poor preparation. There was no clarity in relation to my working department, supervisors, no desc available and no personal access to the system. Adequate preparation is vital to provide students with a fair opportunity to develop appropriate skills, qualifications and knowledge. To ensure high-quality internships, the company should confirm the capacity to accommodate interns, necessary staff and resources and appropriate level of support. It should also establish how the internship will contribute to the development of students’ skill and abilities, along with establishment and confirmation of interns’ responsibilities and supervisors (Gateways to the Professions collaborative Forum, 2013).


The Role of the Internship in Developing Understanding of Business Environment 

Internships position higher education as near to real work environment as possible (Albu et al., 2016) and constitute an adequate response to the changing conditions in the employment market  and the accounting industry (ACCA, 2016). Such exposure to the real work environment, practices, procedures and issues that are not introduced in the university, allows students to gain a greater understanding of the business environment and assimilate the relevant theories learnt in the university (Maertz et al., 2014). While being a student at a business school, I was introduced to a wide range of issues linking different aspects of a business, not having a direct connection with the accounting profession. Looking back at the internship experience, I can see the relevance of these theories, particularly in relation to business structure and management, and how these aspects interlink with the accountancy profession. This supports the common idea of internships being “a bridge between the theory of the classroom and the word of practice” (p.126), allowing the knowledge to be easier to understand and more practically meaningful (Maertz et al., 2014). 
During my internship, there was often no clarity about responsibilities, supervision, lack of clear command, control, division of work, communication, and authority in the organization. These often forced me to take the initiative in interactions with my managers and work colleges to arrange my daily activities, for example, asking professionals within different departments to obtain tasks and instructions. According to Mullins (2016), poor division and coordination of work lead to inefficiencies, low job satisfaction, low motivation and lack of development. The challenges I have faced indicate some structural issues and inappropriate approach to management in the organization. Little interference, control, communication from managers and self-managed teams suggest the application of a laissez-faire leadership style in the company. The style would be only effective if the organization comprised only of the highly skilled and motivated workforce, such as experienced accounting professionals . However, when considering a more comprehensive workplace environment that includes inexperienced staff and interns, it may not be an adequate option. Furthermore, the management of interns is more challenging as young people requires a greater level of attention, guidance, and supervision. Hence, interns should be managed with additional care and attention, with a suitable supervisor, regularly reviewing their performance and learning objectives (Goia et al., 2017). 
The underlying reason for the adoption of this approach lies in the deeply embedded family culture in the company. The organization comprise mostly of multiple generations of the family, with all senior positions being occupied by the family members. This creates a flat hierarchical structure of the organization, where the relations between members are established on a personal basis and there is no intermediate management between workforce and directors. However along with the increasing company size, the structure of the organisation should be updated and more formal approach should be implemented . 
The student's exposure to real work practices not only provide them with a realistic view of the business environment but also of cultural aspects, standards and work-life . Having my internship in the accountancy industry, enhanced my understanding of what it is expected from accountants in terms of professionalism, attitude, work ethic, dress code and general behaviour, allowing me to recognize the importance of the principles of code of ethic for professional accountants . These will be especially beneficial, when embarking into a professional career, allowing me to quickly adapt to a completely new environment, which is often challenging for fresh graduates (Razak et al., 2018).

The Role of the Internship in My Personal Development

Internships have been proven to be an efficient tool in developing students’ knowledge, professional competencies but also technical and interpersonal skills . Despite the changing accounting environment and growing pressure on interpersonal skills, technical expertise is still a fundamental component . During my internship, I have developed greater awareness and knowledge of accounting standards and overall business operations. However, the enhancement of my technical skills was limited, due to the inappropriate preparation and management. 
The responsibilities assigned to me during my internship mostly included VAT return, account preparation and processing standard payrolls. Primarily these tasks were challenging however I have promptly acknowledged the correct accounting procedures. Performing those tasks regularly contributed to the enhancement of my technical skills, including awareness of accounting principles, knowledge of databases and payroll software. However, the internship would benefit me to a greater extent if I could progress to more complex operations after I got familiar with the basic activities. The allocation of simple, repetitive tasks to interns, could derive from poor preparation and management of the internship, or potentially from deliberate utilization of “no-paid workers” to accomplish department work and meet certain deadlines . The development of the basic accounting activities will be beneficial at the beginning of my accounting career, however, to become a professional accountant I need to develop a greater understanding of the business operations. The Competency Framework, developed by the Chartered Global Management Accountant (2019), stresses the importance of a wide set of technical skills and knowledge in becoming a successful finance professional. 
While the development of technical skill is also achievable in the classroom environment, the formation of students’ soft skills in university is limited (Albu et al., 2016). Through regular collaboration with different departments, daily interactions with my coworkers and managers, listening to their instruction, observing their relations with clients and feedback provided to me, I have discovered my team-working and communication skills has been improved. This provides further evidence to the existing literature research on the positive correlation of internships and the enhancement of students’ soft and interpersonal skills . Additionally, as I was overcoming challenges and progressing with the task, I have developed a greater awareness of my capabilities and strengths, further increasing my self-confidence. The enhanced set of skill will have a positive impact on my employability and be a valuable attribute in the changing accounting environment where there is greater pressure on interpersonal skills . However, a greater level of my personal development could be achieved, if my placement company were collaborating better with interns. Although the permanent staff and managers were regularly interacting with interns, these interactions were lesser due to the company’s perception of interns as “temporary workers” instead of equal members of staff. 























Conclusion

The insight I was given into the accountancy profession while having my internship allowed me to develop a greater understanding of the role and responsibilities of an accountant . The enhanced understanding of the profession will allow easier evaluation of my future career path and career options. Furthermore, it will be beneficial in terms of my future job satisfaction . Also, the internship had a positive impact on my understanding of the business environment and relevant university theories (Maertz et al., 2014). It helped me to develop a greater understanding of the importance of efficient management and the right structure in the organization as well as the importance of ethical and professional values. Moreover, the internship has proven to be an efficient mechanism in enhancing my interpersonal skills . Through regular collaboration and interaction, I have developed my communication and team working skills as well as self-confidence. However, the role of the internship in developing my technical skills was limited as I was not given equal opportunities to develop these skills. Overall, the experience was beneficial in terms of my personal development, nevertheless, greater benefits could be achieved thought the higher level of preparation of the internship and its better coordination and management. 
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