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ABSTRACT. In this article we review the principal direc~
tons that an American Accounting Association committee
has taken in the past three years to encourage the teaching of
ethics in accounting programs and/or courses in higher
education. We also (1) briefly comment on the place of
accounting ethics in both higher education and continuing
professional education and (2) provide some brief final
comiments.

In October 1987 the National Commission on
Fraudulent Financial Reporting (Treadway Commis-
sion) in its “Report,” noting that inclusion of ethics
in accounting programs at colleges and universities
was at a minimum, recommended increased cover-
age of accounting ethics in such programs.’ That
“Report” included an abstract of a study which
suggested that, in general, ethics was not receiving
extensive coverage in accounting education.? Sub-
sequent independent studies confirmed this finding®

Concerned with this recommendation of the
National Commission on Fraudulent Financial Re-
porting regarding accounting ethics and likely other
factors that suggested the importance of ethics
education in accounting, the American Accounting
Association (AAA) in 1988 established a “Project on
Professionalism and Ethics.”* This project, which is
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expected to last five years and has received a com-
mitment of financial support from a number of
public accounting firms and corporations, is guided
by an AAA committee (the committee).’ During the
first three years of its existence the committee has
worked to promote accounting ethics education.

In this article we review the principal directions
that the committee has taken in its first three years
to encourage the teaching of ethics in accounting
programs and/or courses in institutions of higher
education. More specifically, to date the committee’s
efforts have had the following two main thrusts: (1)
to provide educational programs and seminars on
the teaching of accounting ethics, and (2) to develop
material for use in teaching ethics in accounting
courses and programs.® A description of these two
principal activities of the committee are presented in
the next two sections. This is followed by a brief
discussion of the place of accounting ethics in both
higher education and continuing professional edu-
cation (CPE). We then provide some brief final
comments.

Programs and seminars

There are a number of important problems asso-
ciated with teaching ethics in accounting that have
been discussed elsewhere.” One problem that is par-
ticularly crucial is that most accounting instructors
usually do not have the training or preparation to
teach ethics.® This problem is not new. In July 1964,
writing in The Journal of Accountancy, Grimstad raised
questions about the preparation of accounting fac-
ulty to teach ethics® By 1988 the preparation of
accounting faculty, in general, to teach ethics had
essentially not changed and thus became a key focus
of the committee’s efforts. To prepare faculty to
teach accounting ethics, the committee has spon-
sored or co-sponsored programs relating to the
teaching of accounting ethics.!®
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Annual seminar

The flagship program sponsored by the committee is
an “annual seminar” which usually includes among
the participants a number of accounting educators as
well as — depending on the year — a small number
of ethicists and some individuals from public ac-
counting, industry, and/or government!' In May
1989 the first annual seminar was held in Montvale,
New Jersey; the second (May 1990) in Atlanta; the
third (May 1991) in San Francisco; and the fourth is
scheduled to be held in May 1992 in Bethesda,
Maryland.'? The annual seminars cover a variety of
issues relating to the teaching of accounting ethics,
with the principal focus on the preparation of
accounting academics to teach ethics to accounting
students. These annual seminars include a brief
introduction to ethical theory as well as coverage of
a structured approach for teaching cases that have
ethical dimensions.”?

The introduction to ethical theory, presented by
an ethicist, gives seminar attendees a brief overview
of some aspects of ethical theory. Also, at these
annual seminars the case method is advocated as an
especially useful technique for integrating ethics into
accounting courses.!* We (the authors) believe that
cases with ethical dimensions are particularly appro-
priate for integrating ethics into accounting courses.
Multifaceted cases that include both accounting and
ethical issues provide students with practice in
analyzing, discussing, and thinking through complex
and interrelated issues.'®

As noted above, a structured approach for dealing
with such cases is presented to annual seminar
participants as a way of approaching cases and
leading class discussions. Seminar participants have
an opportunity to evaluate the use of cases that
have ethical dimensions as an alternative pedagogy.
Finally, the annual seminars include both panel
sessions that include discussions on a variety of
ethics-related topics (which tend to vary each year),
such as academic accounting ethics, research relating
to accounting ethics, and entire courses devoted to
ethics and accounting and other speakers (topics and
individuals may vary each year).'s

Other programs

In addition to the annual seminar, the committee
has been involved in other ethics-related programs.
For example, in conjunction with the AAA’s Public
Interest Section the committee has held both meet-
ing “sessions” and half-day “workshops” on ethics-
related topics at some recent national and regional
AAA meetings."” The meeting sessions have focused
on a variety of issues usually relating to accounting
ethics and/or accounting ethics education. The
workshops were usually mini-seminars on teaching
accounting ethics with members of the committee
frequently serving as discussion leaders.'®

Development of class materials

In his 1964 article, Grimstad suggested there was a
dearth of appropriate materials that could be used in
teaching accounting ethics.”” The committee early in
its deliberations, noting the dearth of such material,
undertook the task of compiling a number of cases
(with corresponding instructional materials) that
have both accounting and ethical dimensions. In a
number of forums the committee requested both
academic and non-academic accountants to submit
realistic cases for this purpose.® Professor William
W. May (of the School of Religion of the University
of Southern California), a member of the committee,
is editing cases and ideas for cases that are submitted
and is also editing and/or preparing corresponding
instructional materials.

This process has resulted in the AAA publishing,
during the summer of 1990, a book entitled Ethics in
the Accounting Curriculum: Cases & Readings which is
edited by Professor May?! When originally pub-
lished in 1990, this book contained 13 cases, instruc-
tional materials relating to these 13 cases, and two
readings. The book was published in a “ringed”
binder so that in the future additional cases, instruc-
tional materials relating to the additional cases, and
additional readings could be added. Ethics in the
Accounting Curriculum: Cases & Readings is, at this
writing, being sold by the AAA at a price that
includes any additional cases, instructional materials
relating to the additional cases, and additional read-
ings that are added to the book. Such additions are,
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at this writing, automatically sent to purchasers of
the book.” For example, the first “update” to the
book published in 1991 contained 12 new cases and
their related instructional materials as well as one
reading.®

Case material

The committee is attempting to provide cases in
various areas and topics so that Ethics in the Account-
ing Curriculum: Cases & Readings can be of use in a
variety of accounting courses and programs.? Cases
have even been developed that can be used in teach-
ing accounting doctoral students about ethical issues
relating to the professorate.

The instructional materials that accompany the
cases provide an instructor with ideas for teaching
the cases. For most of the cases the instructional
materials suggest a structured approach that an
instructor and students might use. That approach
provides an interesting and sound methodology for
teaching an ethics case that should be of assistance to
instructors wishing to integrate ethics cases into their
courses but who have no experience in doing so.
Both the authors of this article have used the
approach and have found the approach to be both of
assistance in teaching ethics as well as a sound tech-
nique for developing and refining thinking skills.?

The cases have been and are being developed in
varied lengths. Additionally, one case added in the
1991 update of Ethics in the Accounting Curriculum:
Cases & Readings uses a role playing approach. The
committee hopes to develop more cases that utilize
role playing.

The committee, in conjunction with Arthur
Andersen & Co., has made “available” “a video
cassette” containing several accounting ethics-related
cases.”® These video cassettes, which may be used in
various accounting courses, are currently being sold
by the American Accounting Association.?”

Readings

Three readings are now included in Ethics in the
Accounting Curriculum: Cases & Readings (as indicated
above, two were included when the book was origi-
nally published in 1990 and one was added with the

1991 update). All three of these readings are reprints
of articles that have already appeared in Issues in
Accounting Education. Further, all three articles in-
clude discussions of pedagogical issues relating to the
teaching of ethics in accounting. These readings may
be of use to accounting faculty who are considering
adding ethics to accounting courses and/or pro-
grams. More readings that consider pedagogical
issues hopefully will be added in future updates of
the book.

Place of accounting ethics education

In his 1964 article, Grimstad suggested that account-
ing ethics could be taught in each accounting course
in an accounting program or possibly in a separate
course.®® To date, most of the commirttee’s efforts
have been focused on the former. Teaching ethics in
each accounting course in an accounting program is
perhaps the quickest way to expose the maximum
number of accounting students to ethics and as
noted earlier in this paper was the preference of the
Nartional Commission on Fraudulent Financial Re-
porting (see footnote 1). However, there are indica-
tions that independent courses in accounting ethics
are beginning to be developed at some institations of
higher education. For example, one of the authors of
this article teaches an independent course relating to
accounting ethics and professionalism.

We (the authors) feel that the teaching of ac-
counting ethics should not be limited to accounting
courses in degree programs in institutions of higher
education. The National Commission on Fraudulent
Financial Reporting report indicates that continuing
education for professional accountants should in-
clude consideration “of fraudulent financial report-
ing ... and ... related ethical issues.”” CPA firms,
corporations, and professional associations should
consider including ethics and ethics-related material
into existing CPE programs that are designed for
professional accountants. Authors of new CPE pro-
grams under development that are designed for
professional accountants should consider including
ethics in their programs. Further, CPE courses on
accounting ethics that are specifically designed for
professional accountants might be developed.®

Our (the authors) collective experience indicates
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that both college students and practicing accounting
professionals are interested in accounting ethics
education that moves beyond the rules of a code of
ethics and the code’s corresponding official inter-
pretations. Without minimizing the importance of
such rules and interpretations, there is also a need for
practicing professional accountants to be adept at
applying both the rules and their interpretations in
today’s dynamic environment.®’ Thus, we suggest
that where possible both accountng degree pro-
grams in institutions of higher education and ac-
counting CPE programs include consideration of
accounting ethics in a manner that moves beyond
the rules of a code of ethics and the code’s corre-
sponding official interpretations.”

Some final comments

In recent years the formal teaching of ethics gener-
ally has become a part of the education of students at
American medical schools.”® In contrast, the move-
ment in the United States to include ethics in
accounting education (that goes beyond the rules of
a code of ethics and corresponding official inter-
pretations) is in its infancy** However, there are
indications that interest in accounting ethics educa-
tion is growing, For example, at this writing the AAA
has distributed slightly over 400 copies of Ethics in the
Accounting Curriculum: Cases & Readings.>> Addition-
ally some accounting textbook publishers have
reacted to this movement. For example, in addition
to auditing textbooks (which traditionally has con-
tained problem type materials relating to ethics),*
we are beginning to see other types of accounting
textbooks include problem type materials that have
ethical implications. Further, several other books on
accounting ethics have recently been published.””

We both have heard employers suggest that some
accounting graduates are not as strong as the em-
ployers would like at thinking through issues. Ethics
education — especially case analysis — provides an
opportunity for accounting students to refine their
thinking skills.’®

Finally, the success of the accounting ethics
education movement depends in part on the exis-
tence of appropriate educational materials — espe-
cially cases. At this writing we are hopeful that the
committee will be able to add future updates at least

over the next two years. Thus, readers of this article
are encouraged to submit cases to the committee for
consideration for inclusion in possible future updates
of Ethics in the Accounting Curriculum: Cases & Read-
ings. Interested individuals are encouraged to contact
either of the authors of this article.
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