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Abstract

Purpose — This paper intends to explore the challenges encountered by the accounting undergraduates whilst
undergoing their internship during Covid-19 Pandemic.

Design/Methodology/Approach — A set of structured questionnaires were used to elicit information on the issues
and challenges that they have encountered during their internship in Covid-19 pandemic setting. A total of 367
responses were analysed.

Findings — Findings indicate that the students encountered several challenges during the period of covid-19
pandemic. Working from homes has affected the normal working condition such that they feel that they are lacking
in communication skills, thus less opportunity to gain better understanding on the accounting or auditing skills and
knowledge. They have also learnt to be more independent in making decision while dealing with clients from home.
Research Limitations/Implications — This study only consider the interns of accountancy undergraduate within a
single accounting programme. Hence, any characteristics inherent to the respondents in this sample that differ from
the overall population of accounting programme could bias the results and limits its generalization. Future research
may take into consideration comparisons of internship across institutions and fraternity.

Originality/Value: Internship have become part of requirement to graduate in accounting fraternity. To date, most
studies on internship challenges during pandemic focus only to those science discipline. Therefore, this study can be
a preliminary study to provide important information for decision makers involved in successful implementation of
internship for a social science course in terms of working setting during pandemic. In addition, it may also assist
policymakers on their preparedness for future possible pandemic situation.
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Paper Type: Research Paper

Introduction

Pandemic can be defined as a global outbreak of a disease. Covid-19 pandemic as declared by the world health
organization (WHO) on March 12, 2020 which affects people from all over the world, refers to the infectious disease
caused by the newly discovered coronavirus. According to WHO, Covid-19 pandemic is expected to prevail for some time
in the future as thus far no available vaccine has been developed. To date,
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19,936,210 confirmed cases has been reported within 216 countries with a death toll of 732,499 individuals.
(World Health Organization, 12 August 2020).

Malaysia Experience In Handling Covid-19

Historically, even though pandemic is reported to have occurred all over the world once in every 100 years, our
unpreparedness for such outbreak is understandable (Morens and Taubenberger, 2018). Covid-19 outbreak has
affected and restricted the way the world population conduct their daily activities. For Malaysia, the current
government has taken several preventive measures to counter the spread of covid-19 virus. In 18 March 2020, the
first movement control order (MCO) was implemented where Malaysians are not allowed to move freely from their
home and offices. Many offices involving non-critical services have since been closed. The MCO have then been
extended gradually under the conditional movement control order (cMCO) until 10 June 2020 and then upgraded to
recovery movement control order (RMCO) from 11 June 2020 until 30 August 2020. Throughout this period, offices
were allowed to resume from 4 may 2020 (Wikipedia, 17 June 2020). The chronology of movement control order in
Malaysia is summarized in the below diagram.

Movement Control Order
o Recovery Movement Control
(MCO) starts whfere restrictions Order (RMCO) phase allows
imposed on daily movement interstate travel with restrictions
and activities

x [

| /
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Conditional Movemen&Order (CMCO) where
most economic sectors and activities are
allowed with certain SOP

Figure 1 : The Chronology Of Movement Control Order In Malaysia
(18 March To 31 August 2020)
Source : Author

During the pandemic period of Covid-19, teaching and learning activities have been temporarily discontinued in
certain region of the world (Badaruddin et al., 2021, Abdul Rasid et al., 2021). The situation has also affected the
practical students who have to complete their internship at the approved accounting or audit firms (Santibuana et al.,
2021; Nor Diana et al., 2021; Zarina et al., 2021; Khairul et al., 2021; Rohani et al., 2021). Such action is necessary
to keep the stakeholders within the learning environment safe (Ahmad Shafarin et al., 2021; Junaidah et al., 2021;
Farah Adibah et al., 2021; Ahmad Shakani et al., 2021; Muhamad Amin et al., 2021). For majority of the students in
developed countries, studies can still be continued online through distance learning through various platform such as
google classroom, google meet, zoom, or even the institutional own learning application or platform (Mohd Ali et
al., 2021; Parimala et al., 2021; Siti Jamilah et al., 2021; Nor Fauziyana et al., 2021; Noel et al., 2021).

Accounting Undergraduate Internship In Malaysia

In Malaysia, it is a normal practice that undergraduate in the accounting fraternity to undergo internship from three (3) to
six (6) months depending on the requirement of the higher learning institution. Below is the flow chart of internship
process that a student in accountancy have to undergo in a Malaysian university of which this study took place. In general,
accounting practical students in UiTM have to undergo a six-month period at
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Their 7th Semester, which is the second last semester before their final year at audit firm or accounting firm or
accounts department of commercial offices. In 2020, the students are scheduled to have their internship beginning in
1 february until 17 july 2020. One of the tasks during their internship is to prepare a logbook where they have to list
their daily tasks which will be checked by two parties; supervisors at the attached company and visiting lecturer. At
the end of the internship, the students need to prepare a written report with a swot analysis. The supervising lecturers
have to allocate marks to the practical students based on the feedback received from their respective supervisors.
The maximum percentage of points that can be allocated by the supervising lecturers is 60%. At the same time, the
company’s supervisors can provide up to a maximum of 40% and fill the employer evaluation form. Figure 1 depicts
the workflow of internship management for accountancy students of universiti teknologi mara (UiTM), one of local
public university in Malaysia.

Coordinator conduct briefing for students

Students to choose an organization, and under
approval of coordinator

Students starttheir practical training

Supervising Lecturer visit or call, check out logbooks
and interviews with Students and company's
supervisor

Company's supervisor evaluate students
performance

End of Practical Training

Figure 1: Accounting Internship Workflow In UiTM

As in 18 March, unprecedentedly, the Malaysian government have decided to enforce the movement control order
for a month and later further extended to 9 June 2020. During that period most offices which does not involve
critical services including accounting and audit are closed. However, beginning 13 May 2020, only practical
students operating in the green zone (no positive case) and yellow zone area are allowed to continue their internship.

To date, there has not been any study on the effect of pandemic to the accounting practical students in Malaysia.
Hence, this study is conducted as little information has been highlighted on the internship students that have to
undergo their internship, including the accountancy students. This paper purports to explore the issues and
challenges encountered by the accounting practical students during their internship in the Covid-19
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Pandemic, besides suggesting alternative method for them to gain practical experience such as auditing knowledge
skill and knowledge.

The paper is structured as follows. Firstly, the literature review is presented. Next sections present methodology, findings
and discussions of the results. Finally, the paper concludes by highlighting the research findings, explaining the limitation
of the present study; and providing suggestions for future research.

Literature Review

Pandemic Studies On Learning Activities

Research have long discussed the effect of pandemic to the economic as well as social activities. The current
situation of covid-19 is no exception. Covid-19 has caused global community, education and industry shutdowns
and the true impact is only emerging (Farah et al., 2021; Syahrul et al., 2021; Quah et al., 2021; Ahmad Syarifuddin
et al., 2021; Jumiah et al., 2021). The united nations educational, scientific and cultural organization (UNESCO)
estimates that as at 23 April 2020, almost 1.579 billion learners globally would be affected by the closures of
education facilities. These amounting to 90.2% of the world’s student population (UNESCO, 2020).

It was revealed that most of the previous studies have discussed the effect of pandemic to the way students learn
(Mohd Arafat et al., 2021; Sumaiyah et al., 2021; Hifzan et al., 2021; Shahrul et al., 2021; Helme et al., 2021). Not
many studies have however, discussed on how such pandemic would affects the students who are undergoing the
internship. Research performed noted to be focusing more on the well-being of medical students as they have to
engage in the pandemic condition directly (Irma et al., 2021; Suzana et al., 2021; Rohanida et al., 2021; Nazrah et
al., 2021; Shahrulliza et al., 2021). Studies by a group of medical scholars revealed the experience of medical
students in Michigan where students are reported to have hands-on experience as they have to be involved actively
in addressing patients independently during covid-19 pandemic. In doing so, the hospitals have to consider the
students’ safety as they are exposed to the potential covid-19 patients (Khamees et al, 2020). Another recent study
by Perkins, Kelly, Dumbleton and Whitefield (2020) revealed that covid-19 pose both opportunities and challenges
to the paramedic students. Whilst the students face challenges to have on campus, face-to-face practical sessions as
part of their learning experience as they have their lesson online, the unprecedented period also provides opportunity
for growth as they explore and manage simulated cases during online collaborative sessions, forcing them to listen,
explore and understand cases at macro level (Perkins, Kelly, Dumbleton and Whitefield 2020).

An analysis on the unprecedented covid-19 to the regular education and training provision was also highlighted by
the international labour organization (2020) through their bulletin. The shift from traditional learning method to
online distance learning is a response to an emergency state (Abdul Jalil et al., 2021; Mohd Noh et al., 2021;
Mustafa et al., 2021; Roszi et al., 2021; Tumisah et al., 2021). Although many sees such situation as challenge to the
existing learning process as it upturned routine schedules, disrupting the teaching and learning besides affecting
immediate and future careers millions of learners, undoubtedly it can be argued to also provide opportunities for a
more flexible learning solutions, making better use of distance learning and digital solutions. At this juncture, llo
suggested three (3) issues to be addressed to create long-term positive impacts and develop greater resilience in
online learning. Firstly, is the ability to mobilise human and financial resources for universal access to digital
infrastructure, tools and uptrend technologies. Secondly, all related parties such as higher learning providers such as
managers, teachers and learners themselves need empowerment in the form of ongoing training and support on
online distance learning. Thirdly, education and training providers ought to continually revise their teaching and
learning tools as to gain maximum benefit from the use of digital resources and tools (llo, 2020).

Internship issues and challenges

Studies relating to internship practices for undergraduate accounting students are evidenced in many countries in the
world. Past literatures highlighted three mains stakeholders in a given internship programme, which are the university,
students and the employer (Divine et al., 2008; Sykes and Clements, 2011). The scope of the previous studies focused
more on the benefits in terms of knowledge and soft skill acquired during internship to the students, specifically
communication, teamwork and problem solving (Allen, 1991; Marshall and Mill,
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1993), Invaluable Experience (Hite And Bellizi, 1986), Internship As The Gateway To Future Workplace (Colloins,
2002) And Door To Potential Job (Cannon And Arnold, 1998).

At the local outset, insights on internship for accounting students from the perspective of stakeholders which are the
students, university and employers were studied by maelah et al. In 2014. It was revealed that all three groups of
stakeholders perceived that internship benefitted the students with both the technical and soft skills required in the
marketplace.

Exploring the internship needs for accountancy students is also important as this is the stage they can prepare
themselves for the real working life once they graduated. An insightful study by lim, lee, yap and ling (2016)
exploring the view of potential employers, lecturers, auditors and students, revealed that employers prefer well-
rounded and responsible individuals with positive outlook. Hence, they value communication skills, analytical skills
and time management. It was also discovered that lack of technical knowledge, knowledge application and lack of
english proficiency can be part of hindrances for the newly accounting graduates to join the workforce. The study
was performed with the normal setting of accountancy students undergoing their internship under normal setting.
Hence, it is intriguing to discover how certain skills such as communication highlighted earlier would affect the
interns as they have less face to face engagement with the audit client due to the working from home environment.

Internship during covid-19 pandemic

Covid-19 pandemic witnessed changes to way students experience the learning process, including the practical
Trainee. For accounting students, internship at the accounting or audit firms allow them to gain real-life
Experience dealing with clients” document besides building their communication cum auditing skills. Whilst
Some practical employers (represented by the companies, accounting or audit firms) allow accounting’s Practical
students to bring their work home, some which opt to close their business temporarily, leaves the Learning
process in the hand of the higher learning institution. Accounting students rely on the practical Experience as part
of the requirement to compete the university requirement to graduate. It is important to Highlight that accounting,
by nature, is a professional course that depends largely on the approval of

Professional bodies such as the Malaysian Institute of Accountant (MIA) in Malaysia. The main research question
Raised is how to impart skill and knowledge to the students through work from home during the

pandemic Era of covid-19, with less interaction and engagement with real-life working experience.

Studies highlighted earlier focus on the science stream student particularly medical related courses. No study found
to specifically addressing the practical students from the accounting fraternity. Hence, it is timely to further explore
the challenges encountered by these interns and put forward recommendation for alternative method in instilling the
skill normally acquire during their internship.

Methodology

This study employs quantitative approach where questionnaire survey was distributed to the practical students in a
local university which was deemed appropriate for this empirical study. A total of 367 respondents from a local
university from five branches have participated in the survey. The questionnaire which was prepared in google form
format was designed to seek more information on the experience of the practical students performing their interns
during pandemic. The respondents, among others were queried on how do they undergo their internship during the
covid-19 pandemic. They are posed with question relating to the impact of covid-19 on their well-being and learning
experience working from home. The survey was divided into two section. The first section with 9 questions posed to
retrieve demographic data of the respondents. The second section with 19 questions queried on internship matters
ranging from their working condition during the pandemic to the challenges encountered by them in completing
their internship. Appendix 1 enlists the constructs and measurement within the questionnaire posed to the
respondents.

Findings

Demographic

In this study, 712 survey were distributed to respondents which was sent via google form to 5 campuses of which 367
have provided feedback to the survey. The sampling rate is 51.54 % with 367 valid responses. Table
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1 depicted the overall demographic profile of the respondents, whereby 84.2% were female, and 15.8% were male.
Besides, majority of the respondents were single (98.9%). The respondents are from campuses with a majority from
Malacca campus (35.7%).

There were four categories of companies outlined in the survey, with the highest percentage of respondents
being attached to the accounting/audit firms (86.92%), followed by commercial (7.9%) whilst only a mere 6
respondents (1.64%) being attached in the government agencies. Further investigation showed that most internship
place of attachment (40.9%) were situated at the central region, followed by the southern region (18.8%), northern
(16.6%), east Malaysia (13.1%) and lastly the eastern region by 10.6%.

Table 1: Demographic Information (N =367)

Item Frequency (%)
Gender Male 58 15.8
Female 309 84.2
Marital Status Single 363 98.9
Married 4 1.1
Types Of Companies Accounting/Audit Firm 319 86.92
(Internship Providers) Commercial 29 7.9
Government Agency 6 1.64
Others 13 3.54
Location Of Company Southern 69 18.8
(Regional) Northern 61 16.6
Central 150 40.9
Eastern 39 10.6
East Malaysia 48 13.1
Campus Malacca Campus 131 35.7
Main Campus 127 34.6
Kedah Campus 39 10.6
Sarawak Campus 50 13.6
Kelantan Campus 20 5.5

Throughout the period of 18 march up to 31 august 2020, 6 stages of MCO have been executed. The period
of each MCO is shown in table 2 below. Generally, MCO has affected the way the internship being conducted into
three parts, that is, working from home (wfh), working from office (wfo) or off duty. Off duty refers to the situation
where students are temporarily relief from their duty and not required to perform their internship. Based on the table
below, the pattern of wfh is showing a decreasing pattern from the first MCO to the last stage which is cMCO,
implying that students assigned to work from home has decreased in number. This is opposed to students assigned to
wfo as the pattern is in ascending order where practical students were required to work from office as the

government lifted the MCO on 4'[h May 2020. Interestingly, there has also been a large number of students being

temporarily laid off from their internship during MCO, starting from the first MCO with 41.14% of the students and

gradually decreased as government allowed workers to resume working from office from 4th May 2020. Students

who were temporarily relieved from their internship were asked to extend their internship period accordingly, which
means extended their tenure in order to replace the lose days during the MCO. The diagrammatical view of the
positions of wfo, wfh and off duty practical students can be illustrated in figure 2 overleaf.

Table 2: Analysis On The Impact Of Covid-19 On Internship Working Mode

Types Of Movement Control Order (MCO) Wrth Wfo Off Duty
Total % | Total % Total %

MCO

1 : 18 — 31 March 2020 (2 Weeks) 214 5831 2 0.54 151 41.14

MCO

2 :1—14 April 2020 (2 Weeks) 182 4959 1 0.27 184 50.14

MCO

3 : 15— 28 April 2020 (2 Weeks) 179 4877 1 0.27 187 50.95
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MCO 4 : 29 April — 3 May 2020 (5 Days) 177 48.23] 13 3.54 177 48.23
Conditional Movement Control Order (CMCO) 134 36.51] 180 49.05 53 14.44
4 May — 9 June 2020 (5 Weeks And 2 Days)

Recovery Movement Control Order (RMCO) 47 12.81 313 85.29 7 1.91
10 June — 31 August 2020 (11 Weeks And 6 Days)

*Wfh — Work From Home, Wfo — Work From Office

Distribution of practical students working
environment during Movement Control Order

350 313
300

250 214

500 o\ 177 180
150 o

151
100
53 47
50 2 1 1 13
0 7
1 2 3 4 5 6
Sequence of Movement Control Order
wee= WFH WFO Off Duty
-MCO
11 : 18 — 31 March 2020 4- MCO 4 : 29 April — 3 May 2020
- MCO
22 : 1-14 April 2020 5- CMCO : 4 May — 9 June 2020
-MCO
33 : 15— 28 April 2020 6— RMCO : 10 June — 31 August 2020

Figure 2: Distribution Of Internship Working Mode During The Movement Control Order

Students were also asked on the benefits that they have gained from working from home during the MCO. Among
the main benefits expressed by the students are save cost for travelling, save time commuting to office, time
flexibility, being independent and more time for the loved ones. The students also expressed that they feel working
from home has also improved their productivity and experiencing less stress. The detail distribution is illustrated in
Figure 3.

The students were also asked on the challenges that they have encountered by working from home. The
main challenges identified were difficulty to communicate with colleagues and other staffs, fear of not being able to
meet employers’ expectation, difficulty to communicate with supervisor as well as difficulty to focus on work due to
family commitment. Other challenges related to work highlighted by the students are shown in Figure 4.
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Benefits gained by the Accounting interns during Working
from Home (WFH)

Less stressful

Able to work more working hours at home
Higher productivity

Independent learning

More time for loved ones

Save money on travelling etc

Less time communting to office

Time flexibility

o

50 100 150 200 250

Number of students

Figure 3: Distribution Of Responses On Benefits Working From Home On The Practical Students

Challenges encountered by Accounting practical students
during working from home (WFH)

Insufficient data or physical record from audit I 34

client Difficulty when using old laptops | 1
Congested workplace server which led to lag time in... 1

Unresponsive client | 1
Less social interation with supervisor and other staff... 37
Difficulties to focus due to improper working station... I 43
Insufficient infrastructure (printer, internet data) The NN 695

company's system can only use the company's... L il
Less work receive from team Fear of not being able to NN 66
meet employers' expectation IEEEEEEEEEEENENNINNNESS————— 133
Difficulty to focus on work due to family commitment 119
Unfamiliarity with online application . 29
Difficulty in performing task given by supervisor due... I 92
Uncooperative audit staff ~ [N 25
Difficulty in communicating with audit client 52
Difficulty to communicate with colleagues or other... I 138

Difficulty in communicating with supervisor I 113
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Figure 4: Distribution Of Challenges Experienced By The Practical Students During Working From Home (Wfh)

Students have also expressed their concern on other challenges (other than related to their as depicted in Figure 5
overleaf. Majority of the students have expressed their worries on being terminated, discontinued practical
allowance as well as fear of practical session being extended.

Other challenges encountered by the students during
pandemic

Extend internship period| 2
Higher workload pile up| 1
Have to wear mask every day] 1
Fear of practical sessions being extended| [ NN 75
Discontinued receiving monthly allowance || /IR o
Fear of being terminated| | NN N D D D Dl 160

0 20 40 60 80 100 120 140 160 180

Number of students

Figure 5: Distribution Of Other Challenges Experienced By The Practical Students During Working From Home
(Wfh)

Unfortunately, the survey has also discovered that many students have also been terminated during the MCO for
many reasons. Among the main reasons provided by the students are the company does not want to be responsible if
the students are infected with covid-19, the company wants to cut costs, the company situated in red zone hence
disallowed by the university internship policy as well as no allowance available for the students. Detail reasons are
provided in appendix 1.

The students were also asked to express their feeling of undergoing internship during pandemic. Majority of the
students fear of being infected, anxious to go back to work and have mixed feeling working during pandemic. Other
feelings expressed can be viewed in appendix section.

Suggestions And Recommendations

Based on the feedback provided by the students on the challenges to conduct the internship during pandemic, it is
proposed that local university to set up a committee to prepare a standard operating procedure (SOP) on dealing with
internship during covid-19 as there is a potential that covid-19 pandemic may still prevail in the future since the
proven vaccine has not been developed. With such SOP, the stakeholders relevant to the internship process will be
well-prepared for any possible pandemic in future.

Feedbacks from the future employers would also be an added value as they represent views from the stakeholders.
Discussion between universities and the companies where internship expected to take place is necessary as to ensure
the students will fulfil certain requirement by their universities to graduate. This is necessary as accounting
professional bodies require accounting students to fulfil certain internship period at the accounting or audit firms
before they can be awarded with an accountancy bachelor qualification.
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Conclusion

The present study provides insights regarding the impact of covid-19 pandemic accountancy undergraduate
internship. A study conducted over 367 students of a local Malaysian university revealed that majority of the
students have to conduct their training during the pandemic at home as offices were instructed to close their
operation. Several challenges were highlighted by the students in completing their tasks assigned by their employers
such as fear of being infected, being terminated as well as not being able to performed well with less supervision
from the supervisors. This information is beneficial to the policy makers as well as decision makers for future
arrangement of internship during pandemic.
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Campus. Appendix
71. Constructs 72. Measurement Items
73. Working 74. Working From Home (Wfh)
Condition 75. Working From Office (Wfo)
During 76. Not Working (Off Duty)
Movement

Control Order

77. Benefits 78. Time Flexibility
Experienced 79. Less Time Commuting To Office
Working From 80. Save Money (Travelling To Office, Rental Expenses, Buying Outside
Home Food)
81. More Time With Loved Ones
82. Independent Learning, Which Can Improve Myself
83. Higher Productivity
84. Able To Work More Working Hours At Home Compared To Office
85. Others (Respondents May State Their Point)
Challenges Working Difficulty In Communicating With Supervisor
From Home Difficulty In Communicating With Colleague Or Other Staff

Difficulty In Communicating With Audit Client

Uncooperative Audit Client

Insufficient Data Or Physical Record From Audit Client

Difficulty In Performing Task Given By Supervisor Due To Poor Internet
Connection

Insufficient Infrastructure (Such As Internet Data, Printer)

Unfamiliarity With Online Application

Difficulties To Focus On Work Due To Family Commitment

Difficulties To Focus On Work Due To Improper Working Station At Home
Fear Of Not Being Able To Meet Employers' Expectation

Less Social Interaction With Supervisor And Other Staff/ Poor Teamwork
Others (Respondents May State Their Point)

Challenges Of Working | Difficulty In Performing Duty Due To Social Distancing Among Staffs In The

From Office During Office

Movement Control Order | Fear Of Being Infected Covid-19 By Others At The Office (Health Concern)
(From 4 May 2020) Others

Other Challenges Fear Of Being Terminated
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Discontinued Receiving Monthly Practical Allowance
Reduction Of Monthly Practical Allowance
Fear Of Practical Session Being Extended

Reasons For Students
Being Terminated
During Movement
Control Order

Company Wants To Cut Cost

Not Enough Space For People To Work

Company Situated At Red Zone, Thus Not Able To Work At Office

University Disallow Students To Work In The Office Situated At The Red Zone
Area But The Intern Company Insist For Them To Come To Office

No Allowance

Resign And Continue With New Company Because The Firm Cannot Extend The
Internship Requirement

Need To Have Own Transport And Could Not Give Allowance To The Practical
Student

The Company Does Not Want To Be Responsible If The Student Infected With
Covid-19

Restriction To Move Interstate By The Government

Students’ Personal
Feeling Undergoing
Internship During
Pandemic

Happy And Stressful

Scared

Relieved And Less Stressful

Fear Of Being Infected

Feeling Anxious To Resume Working In Office

Felt Confused To Finish Task Without Guidance. After MCO Work Is Completed
Easily With Guide From Staff

Overwhelmed

Work From Home Is More Challenging Because It Is More Difficult To
Communicate With Colleagues

Feeling Left Behind

Feel Good To Be With Family

Anxious

Mixed Feeling

Tired

Less Problem As Staffs In The Company Are Very Understanding
Sometimes Feel Stress, Hence Being Extra Careful In Completing Task
Being More Cautions
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