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ABSTRACT

Seasoned educators use an assortment of student-centered methods and tools to enhance their
student’s learning environment. In respects to methodologies used in accounting, educators have
utilized and created new forms of problem-based learning exercises, including case studies,
simulations, and other projects, to help students become more active versus passive learners. New
instructional technologies have also aided in and supported the development of more efficient and
effective instructional and learning environments. As a result, these new innovations have proven
very effective in delivering and using educational information. The increased utilization of new
technologies, user-friendly software, and advanced forms of delivery systems has allowed teachers
to engage more students in the learning process. As a result, these new methodologies and tools
have enables the students to access, communicate, and share more information more efficiently
and effectively in and out of the classroom. This article helps to review some of the more common
methods and tools which are being utilized by seasoned instructors.
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INTRODUCTION

here are many professional speakers who impress us with their credentials, experiences, publications,
and research skills. However, it is the seasoned educator utilizing all of these expertises and skills

which captures and holds our attention. They use just the perfect blend of teaching methods and
techniques to enhance the audience’s learning environment and their interaction with an ever-growing database of
knowledge. These professional educators have helped us expand our knowledge while making the subject
entertaining, challenging, motivating, and understandable in and out of a traditional classroom. In this article, we
will explore a few of the methods and techniques used in accounting to help our students learn better.

Before embarking on this journey of exploration, we want to recognize some basis tools which have been
used to help individuals learn better and measure their success in learning accounting principles, theories, and
concepts. One such standard technique used by many educators is the assignment of short exercises and problems.

Educators in accounting have effectively used short exercises and comprehensive problems over the years
to help students learn more and to assess the students’ learning attainment. However, short exercises help teachers
only to examine the student’s conceptual knowledge at a recognition level. If we wish to help the student learn at a
higher plane and examine the student’s broader set of application skills, then a problem-based learning approach
may be a more appropriate and effective tool.

PROBLEM-BASED LEARNING
Introduction

In an article written by James Hansen, “Using Problem-Based learning in Accounting”, the author
demonstrates that problem-based learning can build a better learning environment by elevating the student from a

passive to active learning role. In the author’s opinion, this is a primary goal allowing the “ultimate attainment of
higher cognitive critical, analytical, and problem-solving skills” (James Hansen, 2006, pp. 221-224).
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The goals of ‘problem-based learning’ are to help students (a) think critically, analyze, and solve complex real-
world problems; (b) find, evaluate, and use learning resources; (c) work cooperatively in teams; (d) demonstrate
effective communication skills; and (e) use content knowledge and intellectual skills to become continual learners
(Duch, Groh, & Allen, 2001). The ‘problem-based learning process’ works as follows: Students are presented with a
problem (e.g., case, videotape, a research paper); then in groups, they organize their ideas and attempt to define the
broad nature of the problem, pose questions, and define and rank learning issues that they do and do not
understand. Issues are assigned to each group and individuals within each group choose a particular issue to
research and later teach to the other members of their group. Students and the instructor identify resources to
research learning issues. The students reconvene, integrating their new knowledge into the context of the problem,
and students continue to define new learning issues as they progress through the problem. (Boud & Feletti, 1997)

Over the past decade, this technique of problem-based learning has been utilized more in undergraduate
and graduate education programs where students have already gained a fundamental understanding of accounting
concepts and principles and wish to build on this foundation. This has been accomplished with the use of case and
simulation studies.

Case Studies

Since the 1970s, cap-stone classes have used student-centered techniques, such as case studies, to help
students apply what they have learned from courses, such as accounting, marketing, management, finance, statistics,
and information systems, to arrive at and support a team-based business strategy aimed at reaching the desired case
study’s learning goals. This technique has been a very effective learning tool and instrumental in helping students
attain a higher level of application skills while expanding their knowledge base (Handal, B. Et. al., 2011, pp. 1-17).

As recognized by educators and supported by relevant research, the perception of this learning experience
can also help to elevate a student’s learning performance (Ferreira & Santoso, 2008). It was further noted in a
research study conducted by Handal that the student learns better by constructing their own knowledge base rather
than just having information transmitted to them via a one-way lecture method. In addition, “effective learning
occurs in periods of exploration and a cognitive challenge, such as . . . ‘the’ conflict among diverse pieces of
information” (Wood, Cobb, & Yackel, 1991).

Custom-built Case Studies

In the Washington State University system, problem-based learning is applied in a number of programs as a
learning and assessment tool. As an example, Professor Debra Sanders at the WSU, Vancouver campus, builds a
final case study for each candidate based on the student’s completed course work in tax. Then the student is
required to use their previously gained working knowledge and related skills to complete the tax base case study.

The final outcome of the research is a presentation before a graduate committee of the student’s findings
and recommendations based on the pertinent issues and relevant facts presented in the case. Ultimately, the graduate
committee evaluates the student’s conclusions and makes a recommendation on how the presentation can be
improved as well as if the presentation warrants a pass onto graduation.

At the Tri-Cities campus of Washington State University in Richland, a similar exit assessment must be
fulfilled by the MBA students wishing to graduate. Here again, as with the Vancouver campus, students are posed
with a case study to help assess their analytical, research, and communication skills in respects to an existing or new
business venture. The case studies in this situation are built with the insight of the students’ faculty committees and
the students. It is an additional assessment of the students’ knowledge and application of managerial concepts
relevant to the case at hand. As stated on the College of Business website, the students are required to present their
conclusions “concisely, persuasively, and professionally” (Washington State University, 2011).

As stated on the College of Business’s MBA website, the final presentation on the Tri-Cities campus “is
designed to” (Washington State University, 2011):
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. provide an integrative exercise to review and demonstrate a working knowledge of the important theories
and concepts form the core courses in the MBA program

. evaluate each student’s ability to identify, analyze and interpret data relevant to business problems and
issues of organizational context

. allow the committee to assess the student’s professional presentation skills

This approach, problem-based learning, is also used in many other learning environments and levels to
assess the student’s overall knowledge attainment and application/research skills. An example would be in a MBA
program. Cases at this level and within this arena must be “analyzed, synthesized, and evaluated”; this is what
James Hansen would classify as a level 3 problem-solving-case approach (Hansen, 2006).

A level 3 problem requires analysis, synthesis, or evaluation. It is related to the real world, drawing the student into
the problem. Not all of the information needed is given in the problem . . . Students need to do some research,
discover new material, and make judgments and decisions based on the information learned. The problem may have
more than one acceptable answer based on the assumptions the students make. (Hansen, p. 221)

Problem-based learning in the form of tailor-built cases, simulations, and other interactive learning
experiences does aid in creating a more positive classroom learning experience, helping students to “remember
lessons and key points” better (McKeachie, 1994).

Simulations

In addition to cases as a form of problem-based learning, “simulations . . . can ‘also’ be a particularly
effective teaching technique by arousing interest, providing a concrete basis for discussion, and by illustrating major
principles from the lesson” (Dekkers & Donatti, 1981). Studies have shown active learning techniques, such as
simulations and role-play, to be stronger than traditional methods of instruction in terms of knowledge retention,
knowledge application, and motivational outcomes (McKeachie, 1999).

A good example of this technique was illustrated by Rochelle K. Greenberg and Arnold Schneider in the
development of a job-order costing simulation (Greenberg and Schneider, 2010). The simulated exercise involved
the manufacture of a product through all phases of its production from the purchase of the materials to its final
completion. As the authors stated, it was not a superficial overview of job order costing but provided a
comprehensive hands-on experience for the students. The hands-on exercise enhanced the students’ learning,
comprehension, and retention of the process. Further, the follow-up survey at the completion of the simulation
showed that the participants thought the realistic exercise helped them learn better and it was considered “fun”.

We feel that this is an extremely important differentiation, not only in understanding traditional cost accounting, but
in understanding activity-based costing, since the difference between the two methods lies with overhead. This
method of teaching job order costing provides the student with a hands-on experience and allows them to actively
participate in the learning process. (Greenberg and Schneider, p.39)

Other Learning-Based Projects

Activity-based investment projects have been used for generations by instructors in investment-related
courses where students are asked to invest a sum in securities over a set period of time. In a course, such as
intermediate accounting, instructors can use this type of student activity-based project to help students learn how to
properly document and record the purchase, sale, and/or transfer of securities in or between one of three balance
sheet categories (trading securities, securities available-for-sale, and debt equities held to maturity). The student
would also be required to calculate, adjust, and record the appropriate journal entries at the end of each accounting
period to reflect the proper fair market value for the trading and available-for-sale securities portfolios. This project
was considered by many authors, such as Carter and Jones (2011), as a valuable learning activity because it involves
the student in the learning process.
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The purposes of the project are to enhance the students’ understanding of the subject of investments and to give
them hands-on experience in actually identifying and collecting documentation on stock and bond prices. An
additional purpose is to provide an opportunity for the students to prepare work-papers to document the accounting
treatment of the simulated transactions. The students are also instructed to incorporate the use of spreadsheets to
document their transactions and to summarize their portfolios. The preparation of the work-papers and subsequent
instructor comments provide the students with feedback they can utilize both in other school projects and in the
workplace. The reward for students participating in this active learning project is a grade of up to 35 points, which
represents approximately 5% of their total course grade. (Carter & Jones, p. 106)

INSTRUCTIONAL TECHNOLOGIES

In addition to more student-centered methodologies, the increased utilization of new technologies, user-
friendly software, and advanced forms of delivery systems have allowed teachers to engage more students in the
learning process. As a result, these tools have enabled the students to access, communicate, and share more
information more efficiently and effectively in and out of the classroom. As a result, the learning environment has
become a more user-friendly and student centered as demonstrated by Songtao Mo (2011) in his study of the
“incorporation of instructional technology in teaching accounting and auditing courses”.

The introduction of the instructional technology initiates the shift of the focus of the learning environment from
instructors to students.” It has helped to “facilitate the interactions between faculty members and students between
classes and to enhance the student motivations and engagement in the learning process.

By combining the use of more engaging methodologies and delivery tools, students attain a higher level of
learning while being more satisfied with the way in which the information is being presented (Halawi, 20009).
These findings were supported by earlier studies by McVay (2008) and Norman (1981). In their studies, it was
shown “that a classroom configuration, combined with information technology and a feedback learning processes
created a more positive learning environment” (McVay et al, 2008). The creation of the positive learning
environment was one of many key factors discussed in the study carried by Handal in exploring the students’
perceptions of teaching and learning in the disciplines of business, accounting, and economics. The encouragement
of “ . . . universal participation in class through enacting a friendly and positive learning environment was an
instructional approach highly appreciated by the respondents.” (Handal it. Al., 2011)

Using Excel Software as A Learning Tool

For example, instructors can combine the use of a projection system with an Excel software package to
illustrate accounting concepts and principles, such as the allocation of deferred taxes and liabilities over multiple
periods. Such a spreadsheet approach has been used at Washington State University, VVancouver, for such an end-
result. In addition to being a very effective teaching tool, the students were able to walk away with a practical
application template that could be used in their workplace.

A more definitive illustration of using spreadsheets in the classroom and its benefits can be seen in the
study conducted by Damian Ringelstein. The article was entitled “An Activity-Based Costing Assessment Task:
Using an Excel Spreadsheet” which appeared in the Journal of Business Education & Scholarship of Teaching.

The aim of using an Excel Spreadsheet as a teaching instrument for an Activity-Based Costing assessment task is to
motivate students and to provide them with the opportunity to learn computing skills as well as cost accounting
techniques. The assessment task is designed to encapsulate the skills required to create a complex spreadsheet
using various commands. . . . The use of computer technology assists students to gain a personal understanding of
the issues and to develop a specific set of skills that are useful for management accountants. This task encourages
students to learn and develop critical analytical skills. (Ringelstein, p. 25)
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Utilizing Learning Management Systems

How do learning management systems (platforms), such as Blackboard, Web-CT, and Angel, support a
more user-friendly and interactive learning environment?

Multiple subjective and objective-based studies have now shown how the power of technology enhances
the learning process and student motivation. In studies conducted by Tinio (2002) and Muianga (2004), the authors
in each of their studies demonstrated that technology utilization using platforms improves the quality of the long-
distance learning environment. This premise, enhancing the learning environment, was further substantiated by Mo
in his study on how the learning process can be enhanced by the use of Blackboard Vista. His study was conducted
on an in-class learning environment, an auditing course (Mo, 2011). When applied to e-learning, another study
conducted by Muianga also showed how technologies in the form of platforms enabled students to engage actively
in the construction of learning rather than being passive recipients of knowledge (Muianga, 2004).

Technology is not merely a simple tool anymore. It “enables flexible, participative and contribution-
oriented learning” (Collins and Moonen, 2001). The utilization of the platform as an example has also encouraged
the incorporation of other multiple media elements that further enable effective and flexible interaction (Henke,
1997; McManus, 1995; & Mlitwa, 2007).

On the other hand, authors such as Carvalho, Areal and Joaquim, in their study, regarded the use of such
platforms as “little more than ‘an’ electronic document repositories” (Carvalho et al, 2011). Relatively, this is the
same conclusion that was reached by another study conducted by Palocsay and Stevens (2008). They didn’t see any
great advantage to using a platform other that it simplified the creation and grading of assignments; they believed
that it was just a simple efficient delivery tool.

There is no argument here that a platform is no more than a tool. However, if designed properly, it is an
effective tool by which one’s learning environment can be enhanced. This was shown to be the conclusion of a
study conducted by Hollenbeck, Mason, and Song (2011). In addition, they identified five fundamental pedagogical
design principles as part of their findings which can enhance the student learning environment.

Adopting Other Software and Resources as A Learning Tool

Today, there are many software packages available from textbook publishers and other vendors which can
be used to improve the instruction and learning process; but as stated by Blount and McNeil in their study, the
software must be carefully integrated into the curriculum and students must be supported in its use (Blount &
McNeil, 2011). If so, it proves to be a very effective tool.

Like the utilization of platforms as a teaching and learning tool, there are other benefits to integrating
software programs into the curriculum. The findings of a survey conducted by Ling and Nawawi of practitioners’
computer skill needs for “fresh” graduates include the practical knowledge and skill to use word, spreadsheet, and
email programs. The authors further state that tax programs should be integrated into the university’s tax course
curriculum (Ling and Nawawi, 2010). Of course, this has been done in many universities with the help of vendors
making their tax software available for educational use. “In essence, tax educators and practitioners have the same
opinion that accounting graduates should possess adequate tax knowledge before joining any accounting tax firms”
(Ling and Nawawi, p. 304). “Finally, this study . . . provided . . . tax authority, tax educators, and tax practitioners
with an insight to make a concerted effort in preparing accounting graduates to survive and thrive in the accounting
profession. This could be achieved through designing programs and career paths, in the tax and accounting
profession, that are attractive to students.” (Ling and Nawawi, p. 314)

SUMMARY

The combination of new technologies, such as management information systems, and application of
student-centered methodologies, such as problem-based learning, have enhanced the student’s learning environment
in respect to accounting courses taught on the post-secondary level. The contributions of advanced technologies and
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methodologies have been instrumental in promoting student-centered, activity-based learning. As a result, the
learning environment has become more efficient and effective, benefitting both the teacher and student.
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