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ABSTRACT: In 1986, the Committee on the Future Structure, Content and Scope
of Accounting Education cited the need to sensitize students to broad issues,
such as social responsibility. This study reports on how social responsibility/
sustainable development accounting and reporting (SR/SD) were included as a
module in an accounting theory course. Pre- and post-study questionnaires were
used to ascertain whether students’ thinking on the topic underwent changes,
and whether learning occurred. A comparison of student group mean responses
found significant differences for 12 of 20 statements on the post- vs. pre-study
guestionnaires. This evidence suggests that the readings and discussion did
sensitize students to the SR/SD topic. For accounting educators this finding in-
dicates that the effort to teach SR/SD provides one possible way of meeting the
calls to broaden the accounting curriculum.
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HIS paper describes teaching so-

cial responsibility and sustain-

able development reporting (SR/
SD) as a module in an accounting theory
course. The purpose is to evaluate
whether student perceptions about SR/
SD can be enhanced by including social
responsibility topics in an accounting
theory course. In this setting SR/SD ac-
counting and reporting includes the pro-
vision of information to users concerned
with an enterprise's use of resources,
any resulting economic externalities and
its social contributions that affect the
present and future generations. An
enterprise’s social role brings responsi-
bilities for those accounting and report-
ing on its activities. The study of SR/SD
enables faculty to “sensitize” students
to social responsibility accounting. It
also provides students with an opportu-
nity to consider different forms of ac-
counting and reporting than those usu-
ally studied.

Inclusion of the SR/SD topic is par-
tially in response to calls for a more chal-
lenging and complete accounting educa-
tion that have echoed through most of
the past decade (e.g., Bedford Committee
1986; AECC 1990). These appeals mean
a broadening of the educational base of
accounting beyond the technical skills
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emphasized in many textbooks and tra-
ditional accounting curricula. In particu-
lar, the Committee on the Future Struc-
ture, Content and Scope of Accounting
Education (the Bedford Committee)
{1986, 183) cites fostering a “sensitivity
to social responsibilities” as an impozr-
tant role of accounting educators. How-
ever, neither the Bedford Committee nor
the Accounting Education Change Com-
mittee (AECC) (1990) specifically outline
how accounting educators might help
to instill this sensitivity in accounting
students.

A traditional method followed to
“sensitize” students is to assign se-
lected readings and allocate class time
to a subject. These actions alone cannot
address whether students have become
sensitized to a topic. One technique used
to assess students’ learning is to employ
pre- and post-study assessment mea-
sures. The purpose of using pre- and
post- assessment measures is “to deter-
mine whether and how students' opin-
1ons have changed in response to class
discussions and assignments” (Angelo
and Cross 1993, 259). Using a pre- and
post-study assessment technique gives
the instructor a benchmark of what stu-
dents know and what their opinions are
before they study the topic. It prevents
the instructor from incorrectly assuming
that the students have no previous ex-
posure to, or beliefs concerning, a topic
such as SR/SD. The pre- and post-study
design also provides better evidence,
than a post-study questionnaire alone,
of whether the assigned readings and
discussion influenced students’ thinking
on a topic.

The paper is organized in four sec-
tions. The first section addresses why
students should study SR/SD. The sec-
ond section outlines the assigned read-
ings, the class format and the content of
pre- and post-study questionnaires. In
the third section the questionnaires’ re-
sults provide evidence of how the mod-
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ule affected students’ responses. These
results help to answer two questions:
Did the course readings and discussion
have an effect on the students’ mean
responses to statements concerning SR/
SD? Do the mean responses suggest
more or less sensitivity to SR/SD issues
in the post- vs. the pre-test study? The
final section contains the conclusion and
limitations. This study provides evi-
dence suggesting that the readings and
class discussion did affect students’ re-
sponses on the post-study questionnaire
and their sensitivity to SR/SD.

WHY SHOULD STUDENTS
STUDY SR/SD?

To answer the question “Why
should students study SR/SD?" an ac-
counting educator needs an understand-
ing of three points. The first is to have a
clear idea of what SR/SD includes. The
second is understanding the function of
SR/SD accounting and reporting and
how it compares to traditionally taught
accounting. Finally, and most impor-
tantly for this study, the third is an un-
derstanding of why accounting students
need to be taught about SR/SD issues.

In this study, SR/SD is an inclusive
term. It begins with the idea that an en-
terprise has a social role, or contract, to
fulfill in providing goods and services to
the marketplace. In a SR/SD context this
role expands to include an enterprise’s
responsihility for the resources it uses,
regardless of whether those resources
are priced in the marketplace. Also, the
enterprise is held responsible for its so-
cietal contribution to present and future
generations. These added responsibili-
ties mean that an enterprise will need
to account and report for these wider
obligations to society in different ways
than presently required (Gray et al.
1987).

While a relationship exists between
SR/SD and accounting ethics, SR/SD has
its own distinct focus. Accounting ethics
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refers to the behavior of the “accoun-
tants and those responsible for the
presentation of accounting reports”
(Mathews 1995, 663). Mathews (1995,
668) states that SR/SD “describes the
extension of accounting reports to in-
clude information about product, em-
ployee interests, community activities,
and environmental impact.” Some spe-
cific responsibilities suggested for inclu-
sion in social reports are an enterprise’s
contributions to such activities as em-
ployment, job-skills training, employee
and consumer health issues, community
activities, pollution control, and sus-
tainability of natural resources (Gray et
al. 1987; IISD 1992; Mathews 1993). The
type of accounting and reporting re-
quired to present this information is not
often found in textbooks nor otherwise
integrated into accounting courses.

Underlying traditional accounting is
neoclassical micro-economics. Students’
experiences with this economic view
range from reading daily newspapers (or
listening to news broadcasts) to study-
ing micro-economics in their educational
programs. It lies at the very heart of ac-
counting course content, ranging from
introductory to advanced. Continual
emphasis on the income statement and
the calculation of net income (or profit)
represents one key example of this eco-
nomics influence where the focus is on
the short run (Johnson and Kaplan
1987} and generally only on what can
be priced, ignoring other aspects of
performance.!

SR/SD accounting and reporting in-
corporates the identification of perfor-
mance measures for socially important
variables that traditional accounting of-
ten overlooks. For example, SR/SD might
include in an enterprise’s accounts and
reports the social benefits of providing
services to a community or the social
costs of negative externalities such as
pollution. This type of accounting and
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reporting communicates information to
society so that the total performance of
an enterprise may be evaluated using
both quantitative and qualitative infor-
mation. Only recently have accounting
bodies begun to look at how SR/SD dis-
closures, specifically environmental in-
formation, might be provided (EITF
1990; CICA 1993a, 1993b, 199%4a,
1994Db).2

Educating accounting students on
the SR/SD topic means introducing ideas
that may run contrary to their previous
educational and life experiences. As
Mathews (1995, 665) points out “where
students have been taught that the only
way that value may be determined is
through an exchange in the marketplace,
they will not be sympathetic towards
arguments recognising the worth of the
environment.” Teaching the SR/SD topic
means encouraging students to critically
question the traditional accrual-based
historical cost accounting they previ-
ously learned. By providing readings and
a forum for discussion, accounting edu-
cators supply an opportunity for stu-
dents to consider the future directions
of accounting and auditing. Where stu-
dents have failed to consider these di-
rections and the resulting responsibili-
ties, they may then be insufficiently
equipped to face a future where various
social groups call for accounting and
auditing in this broader domain. Having

1 A counterargument to income measurement
having a short-run focus is that the traditional
accounting model incorporates the long-run
concept of capital maintenance, although im-
perfectly.

Nonfinancial performance measure disclosures
have been suggested by the Governmental Ac-
counting Standards Board (GASB) in its Con-
cepts Statement No. 2 {(1994). The GASB has not
required disclosure of service efforts and accom-
plishment measures at this time nor does it
specify particular measures to be used. How-
ever, there are suggestions that this type of dis-
closure “may ultimately be reported to the pub-
lic” in the future (Parry et al. 1994, 42).

(]
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accounting students examine the SR/SD
topic can sensitize them to perspectives
that they may have inadequately con-
templated. The next section outlines the
inclusion of SR/SD in a course.

ACCOUNTING THEORY COURSE
FORMAT, MODULE CONTENT
AND THE QUESTIONNAIRES

During 1993 and 1994, a one-week
SR/SD module was included in five sec-
tions of an accounting theory course.
Students in each section of this course
met once per week for 13 weeks, with
each week’s class consisting of a three-
hour seminar where students discussed
preassigned readings. The same instruc-
tor taught these five sections of account-
ing theory and the students enrolled in
them provide the data used in this study.

The accounting majors in this under-
graduate business program must com-
plete the accounting theory course. Due
to prerequisites, most take this course
late in their program of studies, usually
within one or two terms of graduation.
The exceptions are students in a coop-
erative accounting education program
who additionally may have one or more
work terms to complete.

Issues in Accounting Education

Course Format

Each three-hour seminar class dur-
ing the 13-week semester was devoted
to a different topic. Table 1 lists the 13
topics covered. The topics include such
diverse areas as accounting history/
background, positive accounting theory,
measurement models and the political
standard-setting environment. Coverage
of the SR/SD module in the fifth week
meant the exclusion of other specialized
topics found in theory texts. Business
combinations, consolidated statements,
pensions and foreign currency translation
are examples of the excluded topics.?

Formation of six student groups took
place at the first class meeting with each
group assigned responsibility for lead-
ing two of the remaining 12 seminars. A
key component of the class was that
groups had to present the assigned ma-
terial in a way that generated class dis-
cussion. To prevent groups from simply
lecturing, rather than engaging in an
interactive seminar, restrictions were
placed on how many minutes (five to ten)
could be spent outlining the main points
of an article. Additional requirements

3 These topics are covered in the advanced fi-
nancial accounting course in this program's
curriculum.

TABLE 1
Topic Coverage in the 13-Week Accounting Theory Course

Seminar
Number

Topics

History, Background and Objectives of Accounting
Scientific View of Accounting and Agency Theory

Positive Accounting Theory

1
2
3
4. Positive Accounting Theory Continued and Critics of Positive Accounting Theory
5. Social Responsibility/Sustainable Development
6
7
8
9

Conceptual Framework
Accounting Points of View

Assets, Liabilities and Owners' Equity

Historical Cost/Conventional Accounting Model

10. Income Measurement

11. Revenue Recognition and Expense Matching
12. Alternative Measurement Models (Current Cost and Exit Price Models)
13. Standard Setting in a Political Environment
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included the preparation and use of dis-
cussion questions by the groups. Of stu-
dents’ total final grade, 25 percent de-
pended on how well their group per-
formed in the assigned seminars,

The remainder of the class was ex-
pected to participate but “participation
marks” were not assigned. Instead stu-
dents learned quickly that they must
help each other since one week’'s pre-
senters were the next week's class
participants.

Within the seminar requirements,
each group exercised considerable lati-
tude in choosing how to present the
material and get class participation. Ex-
amples of different presentation formats
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used to generate class discussion in-
clude questions designed to foster de-
bates; games used to identify terms and
concepts; cases written to cover the is-
sues from several perspectives; and gen-
eral discussion questions. Creative and
original group presentations received
higher marks than less creative and less
original presentations.

Module Content

Several surveys of the SR/SD litera-
ture provided many articles and books
that could be used for class readings
{Gordon 1996; Gray 1992; and Owen
1992). Table 2 provides the selected
seminar readings used in this course

TABLE 2
Social Responsibility Accounting/Sustainable Development Readings

Bloom and Heymann, “The Concept of ‘Social Accountability’ in Accounting Literature,” The
Journal of Accounting Literature, Vol. 5 (1986) pp. 167-182.
This article addresses the concept of social accountability as it developed historically. It
begins by examining the concept in the early 1900s business and economics literature
(e.g., Taylor, Chase and Veblen) and traces it to the mid-1980s.

Goodfellow and Willis, “What's the Name of the Game?” CAmagazine (March 1991) pp. 42-50.
Goodfellow and Willis outline the types of environmental audits that may be under-
taken and the reasons for such audits. They examine the levels of accountability and the
elements of accountability to include in an organization's code of environmental conduct.
Finally, they discuss the potential role of professional accountants and auditors in envi-

ronmental audits.

Neu, “Let's Get Critical,” CAmagazine (November 1991) pp. 45-48.
Neu takes a critical perspective of present day financial accounting and reporting. Cit-
ing articles and examples, he questions the “market-directed focus on the interests of
investors and creditors” and expands that focus to include “the broader community of

individuals affected by accounting” (47).

Ramanathan, “Toward a Theory of Corporate Social Accounting,” The Accounting Review,
(July 1976), pp. 516-528, reprinted in Bloom and Elgers (1987) pp. 640-654.
Ramanathan'’s paper is an early attempt to outline what might be included in a theory of
corporate social accounting. He outlines the micro and macro issues that theory must ad-
dress and what measurement issues need to be met to operationalize such a theory.

Either:

SMAC (1992) Accounting for the Environment. (Hamilton, ON: The Society of Management
Accountants of Canada). Used in the 1993 classes.

Or

CICA (1993 and 1994) “Reporting on Environmental Performance, A Discussion Paper” (Toronto,
ON: Canadian Institute of Chartered Accountants, 1993) and “Reporting on Environmental
Performance, Summary of Comments on the July 1993 Discussion Paper” (Toronto, ON: Cana-
dian Institute of Chartered Accountants, 1994). Used in the 1994 classes.

As an important component of social accounting and an area where a corporation may
be seen as “responsible” for sustainable development, these publications outline the is-
sues surrounding accounting and reporting on the environment. The roles of managers,
accountants and auditors are examined from the accounting profession's perspective.
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module together with a brief summary
of each. The chosen readings and the
related five objectives are:

1) to increase student awareness of
the components and definitions of
SR/SD and potential measure-
ments (Ramanathan 1976; SMAC
1992; CICA 19934, 199%4a);

2) to create a better understanding by
students of the historical context of
the topic (Bloom and Heymann 1986;
Ramanathan 1976);

3) to provide students an opportunity
to appraise how SR/SD concerns and
reporting may differ by geographic
location (Neu 1991);

4) to allow students the opportunity
to assess the economic problem of
externalities and the trade-offs
made between economic choices
(Ramanathan 1976; Neu 1991); and

5) to foster students’ consideration of
the potential role of accountants
and auditors in dealing with SR/SD
issues (Goodfellow and Willis
1991; SMAC 1992 or CICA 1993a,
1994a).

The five objectives relate directly to
why students should study SR/SD. Be-
fore students can be asked to identify
performance measures for socially im-
portant variables, they need to under-
stand the components and definitions of
SR/SD. Further the assigned readings
expose students to different suggested
SR/SD variables and possible outcome
measures. The discussion invariably
gravitates to how these measures
may, or may not, achieve their in-
tended purposes.

Before this particular theory course,
and despite the best efforts of some text-
book authors and instructors, many of
the students failed to comprehend that
ongoing debates surround the ideas un-
derlying accounting. Understanding the
historical context of SR/SD, the second
objective, allows students the opportu-

Issues in Accounting Education

nity to consider the traditional histori-
cal cost model more critically.

Related to understanding that his-
torical debates exist, students also need
to comprehend that SR/SD concerns and
reporting may vary by geographic loca-
tion. The reading related to the third
objective provides a means of introduc-
ing this idea. Typically, students discuss
how one country may profit at another
country’s expense through exploiting
resources or by polluting across national
borders.

The fourth objective relates to the
perceived short-run focus of traditional
accounting measures, such as net in-
come. Annual net income measures ig-
nore externalities unless they are priced
in the market. Class discussions center
on environmental subjects, such as over-
fishing and fossil fuel emissions. These
discussions involve the trade-offs made
by companies between increased prof-
its in the short run and the desirability
of protecting a broader group of stake-
holders, including the general public and
future generations, in the long run.

Introducing students to the ideas
covered by the first four objectives leads
them to consider the future role of ac-
countants and auditors in the handling
of SR/SD issues. Class discussion results
in debates of whether accountants are
the best individuals to make such mea-
surements; what types of other experts
might be needed to design outcome
measurements; and finally, how useful
unaudited SR/SD information might be
to the stakeholders.*

The final examinations for the five
classes, which amounted to 50 percent

4 Since the “general public” may be the most im-
portant stakeholder, the usefulness issue takes
on an added dimension. “Usefulness” in this
context includes an awareness that this stake-
holder group may be relatively unsophisti-
cated in its knowledge of accounting and fi-
nancial reporting.

Reproduced with permission of the copyrightowner. Further reproduction prohibited without permissionyypy



Gordon

of the students’ semester grades, each
contained a SR/SD essay question. The
points assigned to the questions varied
from 15 to 25 (depending on the class
and semester) out of a total possible 100.
All students in each class answered the
same question and potentially could
have received the same maximum mark.
The questions required students to de-
scribe the SR/SD concepts and to ana-
lyze the possible application of these to
financial accounting.

The Pre- and Post-Study
Questionnaires

Students completed the SR/SD ques-
tionnaire at the beginning of the semes-
ter knowing that the results would be
used later in the course. The question-
naires included 20 statements where
students indicated their agreement or
disagreement using a five-point Likert
scale.®

Students were assured that their an-
swers had no bearing on grades. The
university's ethics committee, that re-
viewed and approved the questionnaire,
required that no identifying marks ap-
pear on the questionnaires. The assur-
ance of anonymity had an associated
cost, the inability to match individual
responses for the two questionnaires.
This prevented the assessment of learn-
ing by individual students and led to the
analysis of only group mean responses.

The pre-study questionnaire and the
post-study questionnaire are identical,
with the addition that the latter asks
students to indicate whether they pre-
viously had completed the pre-study
questionnaire. Administration of the
post-study questionnaire occurred at the
conclusion of the SR/SD seminar presen-
tation and discussion. Review of each
class’s pre- and post-study means and
significant differences occurred two
weeks later. This review provided stu-
dents with an opportunity to see and

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.
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discuss where their views as a class had
changed.

The 20 statements® broadly incorpo-
rate the five seminar objectives associ-
ated with the assigned readings. The
first objective includes two aspects, defi-
nitional components and measurement
issues. Statements 1, 2, 4 and 17 deter-
mine the students’ familiarity with the
SR/SD components. For students with
minimal exposure to the topic, the ex-
pectation was that the readings and
classroom discussion would increase
their understanding of these compo-
nents. Statements 8, 9, 10 and 14 pro-
vide the opportunity to examine mea-
surement aspects of SR/SD. Because
measurement issues are of major con-
cern to accountants and auditors, these
statements gauge students’ understand-
ing of how difficult it might be to make
SR/SD measurements.

The historical context and students’
knowledge and perceptions for this are
measured using statements 12 and 19.
Statements 16 and 18 measure students’
background knowledge and views on
the geographical differences that might
exist for SR/SD concerns.

A common micro-economic view-
point, taught in two prerequisite eco-
nomics courses, is that the market will
solve problems through the interaction
of demand and supply forces. State-
ments b, 6 and 15 measure student
knowledge about market operations.
The purpose of statement 20 is to spe-
cifically examine the issue of externali-
ties (e.g., pollution). Statement 3 also
measures student understanding of
the trade-offs involved when making
economic choices.

5 The “do not understand” responses were added
after a pre-test a year earlier found some stu-
dents left statements blank. The “do not under-
stand"” category responses were not incorpo-
rated into the calculated means.

6 Table 4 provides the questionnaire statements
together with the percentage of responses.
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Statements 7, 11 and 13 examine
accountants’ and auditors’ potential
roles in handling SR/SD issues. These
statements gauge whether the assigned
seminar readings and class discussions
change the students’ views.

The final question (21) requests de-
mographic information about the stu-
dents. This information includes the
number of hours they have completed
of the 120 needed to finish their degree
program, their grade point average and
their future aspirations.

The next section outlines the results
from the pre- and post-study module
questionnaires.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Summary demographic statistics for
the respondents appear in table 3. Com-
paring the pre- vs. post-study statistical
means using t-statistics, no significant
differences were found for any of the de-
mographic variables.

Issues in Accounting Education

Using the pre-study data, the aver-
age questionnaire respondent had com-
pleted 104 of 120 credit hours for an un-
dergraduate degree, had a B grade point
average, and wanted to pursue a career
as an accountant. Fifty-eight percent of
respondents were male. An average stu-
dent had completed approximately six
accounting courses and four economics
courses consistent with the program’s
requirements. While interested in the
SR/SD topic (84 percent), the average re-
spondent had not completed either an
ethics or an international business
course.’

Examining the pre-study question-
naire percentages in table 4, which

7 At the sample university, there are only two
business courses (Business Ethics and Interna-
tional Business) that in their entirety may sen-
sitize students to perspectives different from
neoclassical economics. There are no courses
exclusively devoted to subjects such as the So-
cial Responsibility of Business or the Legal En-
vironment of Business.

TABLE 3
Demographic Statistics for the Pre- and Post-Study Questionnaires?

Pre-Study Post-Study
Questionnaire Questionnaire
Number of females 51 (41.8%) 44 (41.1%)
Number of males 71 (58.2%) 63 (58.9%)
Total completing questionnaires 122 107P
Average number of course hours completed
in a 120-hour program 103.86 105.11
Cumulative Grade Point Average
(CGPA) on a 4-point scale 3.1291 3.1308
Average number of economic courses taken 4.1 4.2
Average number of accounting courses taken 6.4 6.8
Average number of international courses taken 0.3 0.2
Average number of ethics courses taken 0.4 0.4
Percentage of respondents interested in SR/SD topic 84.4% 89.7%
Career interests:
Accountant 90 (73.8%) 82 (76.6%)
Other 20 (16.4%) 15 (14.0%)
Do not know 12 (9.8%) 10 (9.4%)

a Using t-tests there were no significant difference between the pre- and post-study SR/SD
questionnaire responses.
b Of the original 122, 113 (92.6%) were still enrolled but six students were absent.
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TABLE 4
Percentages by Category of Answer and Statement Number
for Pre- and Post-Study SR/SD Questionnaires?

Category of Response
Do Not
Strongly Strongly Under-
Disagree T Agree stand
1 2 3 4 5 ?
1. The environment is an important 0.0 2. 128+ 385 46.7 0.0
social issue and concern. 0.9 0.9 56 34.6 58.0 0.0
2. Employment is an important 0.0 1.6 74 451 45.1 0.8
social issue and concern. 0.0 0.0 785 458 46.7 0.0
3. During a recession employment A G SS 30 30 - ST 23.0 10.7 0.0
should outrank the environment 6.5+. 355" 29.9-% -23.3 4.8 0.0
as a social issue and concern.
4, Social responsibility accounting and 18.0 41.0 15.6 49 0.8 19.7

sustainable development are concerned 40.2 43.0 5.6 6.5 2.8 1.9
only with environmental issues.

5. If all market participants 25:4 1. 332 % 039" 1221 6.6 0.8
maximized their personal utility 38.3.:, 383 11.2 10.3 1.9 0.0
and acted in their own self-interests,
then this would lead to the optimal
allocation of resources.

6. The optimal resource allocation 22975 +32.0 14.8 18.9 4.9 6.5
which results from the maximization 36.5¢ 299 12.1 131 6.5 1.9
of utility ensures that environmental
issues are included in profit calculations.

7. There is a role for accounting 0.0 41 98 476 38.5 0.0
and accountants in environmental 0.0 4.7 " 131 45.8 36.4 0.0
and other social welfare concerns.

8. The social costs of a firm's actions are 50.8 426 49 1.7 0.0 0.0

relatively easy to measure. 72.00 243 2.8 0.9 0.0 0.0
9. The social benefits of a firm's actions 35.2 11500 9.9 49 0.0 0.0
are relatively easy to measure. 709 136.5 2.8 27 0.0 0.0

10. The ease of measuring costs and benefits 11.5 31.1 30.3 17.2 25 7.4
should determine if such measurements 18.7 374 215 159 2.8 3.7
should be made.

11. To be of use, information on a firm's 6.6 22:1 32.8 30.3 8.2 0.0
contributions to society should be audited. 0.9 AT 48.6 28.0 0.9

12. Sustainable development accounting is 1805, 320 *13.9 2.5 0.8 32.8

concerned only with the past. 65.4 234 4.7 1.9 0.9 3.7
13. Reports on employee composition, 49 253" 336 31.2 4.9 41
training and education are public LS QLT N+ 3T 3e .6 84 47
relations statements made by the firm.
14. Social net income is a number which 7.4 16.4 1800223 7.4 28.7
includes a company's net profit plus 4.7 103 11.2 420 29.9 1.9

other costs and benefits.

{Continued on next page)
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TABLE 4 (Continued)

Category of Response
Do Not
Strongly Strongly Under-
Disagree > Agree stand
1 2 3 4 5 ?

15. Profit maximization by all firms 31.1 42.6 7.4 15.6 25 0.8
will lead to the best use of 505" 346 8.4 6.5 0.0 0.0
resources throughout the world.

16. Developing countries are more 500287 8.2 2.5 1.6 0.0
concerned about the environment 402" +38.3 13.1 6.5 1.9 0.0
than are developed countries.

17. Health care, education and pension 34.4 49.2 6.6 4.1 0.8 4.9
issues are not part of social accounting. 49.6 38.3 3:7 4.7 39 0.0

18. North American companies are the 8.2 26.3 39.4 13.9 1.6 10.6
world's leaders in providing social 55.1 23.4 14.9 4.7 1.9 0.0

accounting information and reports.
19. Sustainable development and social

St e B Rl M st T 6.6 11.5

accounting are issues which have become 26.2 336 19.6 122 4.7 3

important only in the past five years.
20. The negative or positive effects

of externalities will be included

in the prices of goods and services

available in the market.

2 The post-study percentages are in italics.

6.6 =adith, 2040 1402 9.8 11:5

19,6 ‘234 206 - 224 10.3 3.7

provides all the SR/SD statements used,
most students thought they understood
the statements and held opinions on
them. Of a possible 2,440 responses (20
statements x 122 respondents), 7.0 per-
cent (or 171) were in the “do not under-
stand” category. Three statements, 4, 12
and 14, account for 58 percent (99 of the
171) of these responses.

In the post-study questionnaire per-
centages, fewer respondents gave “do
not understand” answers (table 4).8 In
total there were only 1.3 percent (or 28)
“do not understand” responses out of a
possible total of 2,140 (20 statements x
107 respondents). Generally, students
who were uninformed on the issues (or
possibly confused) before reading and
discussing the assigned SR/SD mate-
rial, became informed by the second
questionnaire’s administration.

Pairwise comparisons of the means
by class section and questionnaire were

examined. Across the five sections only
eight comparisons out of a possible 200
(20 questions x 10 comparisons) are sig-
nificantly different at the .05 level on the
pre-study questionnaire and only 12 out
of 200 for the post-study questionnaire.
On examination, these differences are
not attributable to any specific section.
Also, there is only one instance where
two sections' means are significantly
different for the same statement on both
the pre- and post-study questionnaires.
Given that the total significant differ-
ences found between all the section
means represent only five percent of
those possible, it is reasonable to

8 Except for statement 13, all the “do not under-
stand"” percentages decreased from the pre- to
post-study questionnaire. The increase in the
“do not understand” percentage from 4.1 per-
cent to 4.7 percent for statement 13 is attribut-
able to the decrease in sample size from 122 to
107. The absolute number of “do not under-
stand” responses is constant at five.
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conclude that these are due to random
chance.?

To examine whether students saw
different relationships than those as-
sociated with the five seminar objec-
tives, a cluster analysis, a classificatory
method that groups data by similarity of
responses, was applied to the post-study
questionnaire statement responses. The
particular method employed is a hierar-
chical complete linkage method avail-
able from the SPSS software package.
Based on measures between furthest
neighbors, this method employs squared
Euclidean distances in assigning the
data to clusters. The analysis indi-
cated that seven clusters best classify
the underlying data. This result was
checked for consistency using the Ward
method.?0

Based on an examination of the con-
tent of the clustered statements, the
clusters were labeled as representing:
(1) social concerns and accounting'’s role,
(2) trade-offs, (3) market characteristics,
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(4) social costs/benefits, (5) usefulness
of social information, (6) history, and (7)
economic externalities. Table b lists the
statement numbers by the associated
seminar objectives and by cluster.
Comparing the statements attrib-
uted to the seminar objectives with the
clustered statements provides several
interesting observations. The most no-
table change is the elimination of the
geographical differences objective.
Statements 16 and 18 associated with

9 Post-study questionnaire mean responses by
statement were calculated for the combined
1993 class sections versus the combined 1994
class sections and compared using t-statistics.
No significant differences were found despite a
change in the assigned readings (see table 2).

10 In the Ward method, five of the clusters re-
mained unchanged. Statements 4, 12 and 18
moved together from cluster three and joined
statement 19 in cluster six. This movement be-
tween clusters is due to the Ward method be-
ing less tolerant of singletons. Since the Ward
method normally produces different results from
the complete linkage methods, the conclusion
is that the clusters undergo little change.

TABLE 5
Statements Classified by Seminar Objectives and Cluster Analysis

Seminar Objectives

Cluster Analysis Classification

Objective Statement Cluster Statement
Number Sub-Topics Numbers Number Numbers Cluster Labels
1 SR/SD Definitions 1.:2:4 17 1 e Social Concerns
and Accounting's Role
Trade-offs 3 3,10 Trade-offs
Economic 5.6, 15 3 4,5, 6, Market
Market 12,15,18 Characteristics
1 SR/SD Measurement 8, 9, 10, 14 4 3.9, Social Costs/Benefits
Issues 16, 17
5 Accountants' f ot by i 2 5 11, 13, 14 Usefulness of
and Auditors’ Social Information
Role
History 12,19 6 19 History
Economic 20 20 Economic
Externalities Externalities
3 Geographical 16, 18
Differences
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this objective join the social costs/ben-
efits and the market characteristics clus-
ters. Using the students’ responses,
statement 7, thought to relate to the role
of accountants and auditors, aligns with
the SR/SD definitions component. State-
ment 10 joins statement 3 that was
thought to relate to market trade-offs.
The students apparently linked the need
for trade-offs in making SR/SD measure-
ments with the need for trade-offs in the
market. Students’ responses also sug-
gest different relationships for state-
ments 4, 12, and 15. These statements
cluster with market characteristics de-
spite a diversity of content. For example,
statement 4 describes a component of
SR/SD, while statement 12, focuses on
history.

The statements organized by objec-
tive and the statements classified by stu-

Issues in Accounting Education

dent responses into clusters (table 5)
coincide in slightly over half of the in-
stances. Differences in classification may
be due to a variety of factors such as stu-
dents confronting a first-time learning
experience. In such settings, students
may learn by making links between their
prior knowledge and the new informa-
tion facing them. Partial support for this
explanation comes from examining how
students responded to the statements
that clustered differently from the objec-
tives’ classification. Except for one case,
these statements either had many stu-
dents who initially responded “do not
understand” or had significant differ-
ences between the pre- and post-study
mean responses (see table 6).

Table 6 gives group mean responses
on the pre- and post-questionnaires.
The t-statistics, by statement, indicate

TABLE 6
Mean Responses to the Statements for Each Questionnaire
Pre-Study SR/SD Post-Study SR/SD Level
Questionnaire Questionnaire of Sig-
State- nificant
ment Std. Use. % Std. Use. % Differ-
Number Mean Dev. Resp.? DNU® Mean Dev. Resp.2  DNUP ences
1 42951 0.7787 122 0 44766 0.7313 107 0
2 4.3554 0.6889 121 0.8 4.3925 0.6258 107 0
3 3.0410; 1.0787 " 122 0 2.8411 1.0108 107 0
4 2.1224 0.8647 98 19.7 1.8667 .9910 105 1.9 .06
5 2.5289 1.2720 121 0.8 1.9907 1.0415 107 0 .001
6 24737 11:2136 . 114 6.5 2.2190 1.2632 105 1.9
f 41967 0.7888 122 0 41402 0.8178 107 0
8 1.5738 0.6670 122 0 1.3271 0.56791 107 0 .02
9 1.8843 0.7927 122 0 1.6327" 10:7310 107 0 .05
10 2.6549 1.0068 113 7.4 2.4466 1.0731 103 3.7
11 3.1148 1.0539 122 0 3.9623 0.9042 106 0.9 .001
32 2.0488 0.8593 82 32.8 1.4369 0.7627 103 37 .001
13 3.1026 0.9772 117 4.1 3.3137 0.9438 102 4.7
14 3.0805 1.1735 87 28.7 3.8381 1.1191 105 1.9 .001
15 2.1488 1.1080 121 0.8 1.7103 0.8796 107 0 .001
16 1.5902 0.8696 122 0 1.9159 0.9821 107 0 .02
17 1.8190 0.8086 116 49 1.7477 1.0009 107 0
18 2.7156 0.9036 109 10.6 1.7477 1.0009 107 0 .001
19 3.1019 1.0407 108 11.5 2.3301 1.1495 103 3.7 .001
20 3.3981 1.0853 108 11.5 2.7961 1.3013 103 37 .001

a Use. Resp. is the abbreviation for “Useful Responses.”
b DNU is the abbreviation for “Do Not Understand.”
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significant differences between the pre-
and post-study mean responses at lev-
els ranging from .001 to .06. The pre- and
post-study answers for 12 of the 20 state-
ments have significant differences.

One purpose of the pre-study ques-
tionnaire was to assess students' knowl-
edge and opinions so that post-study
learning could be examined. Prior expec-
tations were that students would agree
with statements 1, 2, 5, 6, 7, 11, 12, 13,
15 and 20. Agreement was expected for
these statements based on the content
of required courses in the curriculum.
Neutral mean results were expected for
statements 3, 4, 8, 9, 10, 14, 16, 17, 18
and 19. Because students may or may
not have been exposed to the ideas and
concepts covered in these statements,
there was no reason to expect either
agreement or disagreement.

Using the pre-study mean responses
(table 6), there are several statements
where students indicated more knowl-
edge or where their opinions differed
from expectations. Students disagreed
with statements 4, 5, 6, 8, 9, 10, 12, 15,
16 and 17. The mean responses for state-
ments eight, nine and ten show that stu-
dents had more knowledge about the
SR/SD measurement issues than antici-
pated. Students’ mean responses to
statements 4, 12 and 16 suggest a
greater awareness of the components of
SR/SD than expected. Disagreement
with statements 5, 6 and 15 provides
evidence that the students did not ac-
cept uncritically the standard micro-eco-
nomics view of the world. Finally, the
mean response to statement 17 indicates
that most students held opinions about
environmental performance by geo-
graphical location.

The mean results for two other state-
ments also differed from expectations.
Agreement was anticipated for state-
ments 11 and 13 but the mean responses
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are neutral. Using the pre-study ques-
tionnaire percentages from table 4, ap-
proximately one-third of the students did
not hold strong views on, or perhaps had
not considered, these issues.

The answer to the question of
whether the course readings and class
discussion affected students seems evi-
dent. Fewer students responded that
they did not understand (e.g., see table
6, statements 4, 12, and 14) in the post-
vs. the pre-study questionnaire, show-
ing that more understood the state-
ments. The 12 significantly different
pre- and post-study means suggest fur-
ther evidence of learning (see table 6).
These differences indicate that the
seminar and readings influenced stu-
dents’ thinking and sensitivity to the SR/
SD issues, providing evidence that stu-
dents reconsidered or reevaluated their
opinions on the issues in light of new
information.

By disagreeing more with state-
ments 4, 8 and 9, students indicated that
they saw SR/SD as a broader area than
they had initially (statement 4). Also stu-
dents became aware that measurement
of social costs and benefits was more
difficult than they first imagined (state-
ments 8 and 9). By agreeing more
strongly with statement 14, students
showed that they had a better grasp of
the inclusive nature of “social net in-
come.” Taken together, these results
provide evidence that the first objective
of increasing student awareness “of the
components and definitions of SR/SD
and potential measures” was met,

The second objective of creating a
better understanding of SR/SD’s histori-
cal context relates to statements 12 and
19. Comparison of the pre- and post-
study responses indicates that students
disagreed more strongly with the state-
ment that SR/SD focuses on the past
(statement 12), and that SR/SD had only
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become a matter of concern in the past
five years (statement 19). These student
responses exhibit a better understand-
ing of the historical context of SR/SD.

Students began by disagreeing
strongly that developing countries were
more concerned about the environment
than developed countries. They recon-
sidered this issue, however, when dis-
cussing sustainable development and
the actions taken by developed countries
(statement 16). Additionally, they re-
examined their views of whether North
America was a leader in the SR/SD re-
porting field (statement 18). Thus, stu-
dents reevaluated their prior views
about SR/SD concerns and reporting on
the basis of geographic location.

Statements 5, 15 and 20 show
some reassessment of the externali-
ties problem and the trade-offs made
between economic choices (the fourth
objective). After the seminar, students
disagreed more with the ideas that the
economic market would necessarily pro-
duce the best allocation of scarce re-
sources or would include externalities in
the market prices of goods and services.

Consideration of the role of accoun-
tants and auditors (the fifth objective)
relates to statement 11. Students agreed
more strongly with the idea that, to be
useful, a firm’s social contributions
should be audited after studying the SR/
SD topic.

The responses to certain statements
hold few surprises. For example, agree-
ment with statements 1, 2 and 7 was
expected and found.

The reaction to other statements is
more surprising and indicative both of
students’ prior knowledge and sensiti-
zation to the topic. Statements such as
b, 6, 15 and 20 portray aspects of the ide-
alized micro-economics world. The back-
ground of these accounting students and
their exposure to the business media,
that often provides simplistic answers
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to complex questions, leads them to ar-
gue in class discussions for market-
based solutions to social problems. How-
ever, examination of the pre- and post-
study means (table 6) and percentages
(table 4) highlights two pieces of infor-
mation. First, from the pre-study num-
bers, students do not blindly accept that
the market can solve all problems. Sec-
ond, after reading about and discussing
the SR/SD issues, the students as a
group became more convinced that mar-
ket models may fail to supply the prom-
ised, idealized results.

CONCLUSION AND LIMITATIONS
OF THE STUDY

This study reports on the inclusion
of a SR/SD module within an accounting
theory course. Pre- and post-question-
naire results for 20 statements provide
measures used to address whether the
course readings and discussion had an
effect on students’ mean responses to
statements concerning SR/SD, and
whether the mean responses suggest
more or less sensitivity to SR/SD issues
in the post- vs. the pre-test study.

After studying the assigned articles
and participating in the seminar discus-
sions, students’ mean responses for 12
of 20 statements were significantly dif-
ferent on pre- and post-study question-
naires. Additionally, fewer students
used the “do not understand” response
category on the post-study than on the
pre-study questionnaire. These results
indicate that the readings and class dis-
cussion had an effect on students’ mean
responses. As well, change in responses
provides evidence that students thought
about the SR/SD topic, suggesting more
sensitivity to the issues. For accounting
educators, the evidence suggests that
time spent on the SR/SD topic is one
means of broadening the accounting cur-
riculum and meeting the calls of the
Bedford Committee and the AECC.
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A limitation of this study is that the
results are for one university and a single
instructor. While SR/SD could be defined
differently, and others may select alter-
nate readings, the study’s findings indi-
cate benefits for students as a result of
the inclusion of a SR/SD module in an
accounting theory course. A second limi-
tation is that, because matching of indi-
vidual responses on the pre- and post-
study questionnaires was precluded by
the requirement of anonymity, conclu-
sions about learning by specific individu-
als could not be made. Interesting and
useful learning insights might result
from a future study that examines stu-
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dent characteristics associated with
those most likely (or least likely) to be
sensitized to SR/SD issues by employing
matched individual responses. Making
comparisons of student responses on SR/
SD pre- and post-study questionnaires
for different instructors, schools, read-
ings and by individual respondents re-
main for future studies. One final limita-
tion of this study is that only one week
was devoted to SR/SD. If more time had
been allotted to the SR/SD topic, then the
students’ responses might have
changed more significantly. This time
allocation issue and its impact are left
for future examination.
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