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Abstract

This paper illustrates how Great Plains Dynamics is used in two courses with different
objectives and student populations. In the undergraduate AIS course, the software is
used to reinforce accounting cycle concepts while providing opportunity for hands-on

experience with commercial accounting software.

In the graduate BIS course, the

software is used to provide a context in which students learn about the accounting
software selection process, software features, and controls implemented in accounting

software.

1.0 Introduction

n 1995, the International Federation of
jAccountants (IFAC) issued International

Education -Guideline No. 11, “Informa-
tion Technology in the Accounting Curriculum”
(IFAC 1995). Shortly thereafter, the American
Institute of Certified Public Accountants
(AICPA) formulated a Technology Curriculum
and Competency Model Task Force (herein Task
Force) to address implementation of IFAC No.
11 (AICPA 1996). The Task Force encouraged
a “new mind set” that no longer considers in-
formation technology (IT) “a discipline periph-
eral to accounting” (AICPA 1996, paragraph 8).
In short, the accounting profession recognized
that accounting education must include a broad
and deep array of IT topics integrated with ac-
counting concepts.

At the University of Montana the business
school mission reads: “The faculty and staff are
committed to excellence in innovative
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experiential learning and professional growth
through research and service” (University of
Montana, 2000). In 1999 the emphasis on ex-
periential learning was formalized by implement-
ing a requirement that undergraduate students
complete at least three experiential learning op-
portunities from a formal list of courses pre-
approved as such. School policies define experi-
ential learning as “when a personally responsible
participant cognitively, affectively, and behav-
iorally processes knowledge, skills and/or atti-
tudes in a learning environment characterized by
a high level of active involvement” (University
of Montana, 1999).

Within the framework of experiential learn-
ing, two diverse courses at the University of
Montana use commercial accounting software.
Recognizing that students may not eventually use
this specific software in a work environment,
mastery of the software mechanics is not empha-
sized in either course. Rather, the students use
the software to experience and integrate account-
ing and IT concepts. One course focuses on us-
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ing the software to complete the accounting cy-
cle. The other course focuses on software selec-
tion, controls, and features, using the software to
provide a context for these topics.

The purpose of this paper is to illustrate how
these two diverse courses use commercial ac-
counting software in experiential learning exer-
cises. Section 2.0 will describe Great Plains
Dynamics and its Educational Alliance Network.
In Sections 3.0 and 4.0, the use of Great Plains
Dynamics in an undergraduate accounting infor-
mation systems course and a graduate business
information systems course, respectively, will be
detailed. The final section will summarize.

2.0 Great Plains Dynamics

Great Plains is a leading manufacturer of ac-
counting information and enterprise software so-
lutions for mid- to large-sized companies. Its
most popular product, Dynamics, is a modular
multi-user system. Companies can incorporate
anywhere from a few to over a dozen separate
but integrated modules (e.g., invoicing, inven-
tory). To facilitate the use of Dynamics in ac-
counting curricula, Great Plains created the Edu-
cational Alliance Network (EAN). Educational
institutions can join the EAN, where they receive
the full commercial Dynamics product and sup-
port in exchange for the promise of using Dy-
namics in one or more courses per academic
year. The University of Montana joined the
EAN in 1998.

The concept of partnerships between soft-
ware vendors and educational institutions is not
new. While such partnerships can provide syn-
ergies for both partners, they can also have
drawbacks. The EAN is no exception. First,
the software is complex and extensive. Installa-
tion and management of technical issues can be
overwhelming to even fully dedicated network
administrators. Second, the training offered to
faculty is detailed and time consuming. The
EAN generously allows faculty to attend any
Great Plains training seminar free of registration
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costs (often nearly $2000). However, mastery
of the software requires attendance at several
weeks of such seminars. The faculty attend the
same seminars as the commercial software
adopters rather than attending special training
sessions. Third, the EAN is relatively new.
The idea of the EAN facilitating use of Great
Plains in the classroom was in its infancy at the
time we joined the EAN. Some instructional
materials were available online, but downloading
data files and getting detailed teaching notes was
difficult. While the EAN provided access to a
premier accounting package and training pro-
grams, a convenient, effective bridge to the
classroom was yet to be built.

In 1999 Arens & Ward [1] combined their
widely popular Systems Understanding Aid
(Arens & Ward 1995) practice set with Great
Plains Dynamics. The new product, Computer-
ized Accounting Using Great Plains Dynamics
(Arens & Ward 1999) comes bundled with a stu-
dent version of the Dynamics software. Students
are first familiarized with the Dynamics inter-
face, followed by a thorough training chapter.
In the training chapter students complete a myr-
iad of accounting and information transactions
ranging from sales on account, to paying em-
ployees, to adjusting inventory prices. This ex-
tensive training chapter is followed by a compre-
hensive practice set where students use the same
company and the same transactions as the Sys-
tems Understanding Aid. Additional chapters
expose students to large company capabilities of
Dynamics as well as a simple company setup ex-
ercise.

The new Arens & Ward (1999) product al-
lows for Dynamics to be incorporated into the
accounting classroom while avoiding the imple-
mentation and training challenges encountered
when using the full commercial Dynamics prod-
uct. It also allows students to install the soft-
ware on home computers, as well as having
stand-alone installations on lab machines (instead
of the network server installation required with
the full version).
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In the next two sections, applications using
Computerized Accounting Using Great Plains
Dynamics will be detailed in the context of two
courses with different objectives, student popula-
tions, and formats.

3.0 Accounting Information Systems
Student Profile

The undergraduate accounting students
number approximately 180, with 70-85 graduat-
ing in any given year. These students are gener-
ally traditional-aged, Montana residents with de-
sires to remain in the state or the northwest area
of the United States upon graduation. While
some students pursue a career in public account-
ing, many chose to work in government, non-
profit, or private industry jobs to stay in the
state. Prior to entering the junior level Account-
ing Information Systems (AIS) course, students
have completed two sophomore level courses in
financial and managerial accounting, an intro-
ductory computer tools course, and an advanced
business applications (spreadsheets) course.
Few students have yet to work in a busi-
ness/accounting setting or complete an internship
at the time they take the AIS course.

Course Profile

AIS is a course designed to be taken early in
a student’s junior year, ideally concurrently with
the first Intermediate Accounting course. The
primary stated objective of the course is “to pro-
vide a broad overview of information systems is-
sues and practices as they relate to the account-
ing profession...” Most recently, the AIS
course contained four major components: gen-
eral systems knowledge acquired via text and ar-
ticle readings and assignments; current IT devel-
opments researched and presented by student
groups; a web site search competition; and two
practice sets. The timing of these course com-
ponents and their respective grading weights are
presented in Figure 1.
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Figure 1: Timing of Course Components
(Percentage of Total Course
Points) in Undergraduate AIS
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Manual Practice Set

Because the introductory financial account-
ing course does not emphasize accounting me-
chanics nor the accounting cycle, students choos-
ing to major in accounting need additional in-
struction focusing on these topic upon entering
junior level accounting courses. The objectives
of having students complete the manual practice
set (Systems Understanding Aid) include:

1)

2)

emphasizing the steps of the accounting cy-
cle;

familiarizing students with source docu-
ments;

distinguishing between the functions of the
general ledger, subsidiary ledgers, general
journal, specialized journals, and trial bal-
ances;

incorporating concepts of small business in-
ternal control;

illustrating how financial statements are pre-
pared; and

providing a single learning opportunity that
shows how transactions affect financial
statements.

3)

4)
3)

6)

The manual practice set relates to transac-
tions for one company, Waren Distributing.
Students complete it entirely outside of class,
which takes 15-20 hours. After the practice set
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is completed, students are given an in-class quiz
over basic concepts encountered in the comple-
tion of the practice set.

Computerized Practice Set

While the knowledge of the detailed compo-
nents and processes of the accounting cycle are
the focus of the manual practice set, such sys-
tems are practically extinct even in the smallest
businesses. However, this detailed knowledge is
invaluable in understanding hidden processes in
computerized accounting systems. One student
emphatically stated that her company used sin-
gle-entry accounting because she never made
both a debit and a credit in her accounting job!
The computerized practice set bridges this gap
between the accounting cycle and the computer
processes. The Waren Distributing transactions
used in the manual practice set are used to repeat
the entire accounting cycle using software. As
with the manual practice set, the Waren Distrib-
uting accounts and balances are already set up
within the student version of the software, and
the students complete transactions for the last
two weeks in the fiscal year (see Appendix A for
a listing of transactions and tasks included in the
computerized practice set).

The primary objectives of the computerized
practice set (Computerized Accounting Using
Great Plains Dynamics) in this undergraduate
course include:

1)

2)

exposing students to accounting software
used by many businesses;

completing the accounting cycle using a
computerized accounting package; and
recognizing the efficiencies inherent in com-
puterized systems.

3)

The overriding objective of using the com-
puterized practice set is to give the students ex-
perience in working with accounting software.
Students repeatedly request “hands-on” experi-
ence with computers in general and accounting
software in particular.
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Grading and Learning Opportunities

Because the primary objective in completing
the computerized practice set is to provide stu-
dents hands-on experience with software, the
majority of the points for the project are earned
by merely attending lab work sessions and com-
pleting the assignments. This approach provides
the instructor the opportunity to observe students
completing the project tasks while providing stu-
dents access to the instructor in the event they
encounter difficulties. Students are encouraged
to work side-by-side in pairs; this reduces stu-
dent error and facilitates student troubleshooting

The students complete the Waren Distributing
practice set (through chapter 4) and do not com-
plete the additional chapters on large company
applications and company setup due to course
time constraints. Completing the computerized
Waren Distributing practice set requires 10-15
hours, with considerable variability across stu-
dents.

Approximately 25% of the project points are
awarded based on accuracy. While the chapter
on Waren Distributing calls for printing over 15
reports, the students are graded on four specific
reports: pre-adjusting trial balance, post-
adjusting trial balance, stock status report, and
general journal. While students can eventually
get the correct answers on their trial balances
through solutions provided in the text, the gen-
eral journal reveals any additional journal entries
students make beyond the required adjusting en-
tries (and points are deducted for these additional
entries). The transactions are inventory-
intensive, so if students make correcting general
journal entries that affect inventory or related
accounts the stock status report (inventory sub-
sidiary ledger) will not be correct. Finally, if a
student desires to have a report graded during a
lab session, the report can be printed to screen
and visually inspected by the instructor.
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Observations

Students very much enjoy the opportunity to
have hands-on exposure to a real accounting
software package. For most students in this AIS
course, this is the first such exposure. In course
evaluations, students repeatedly comment on the
value of completing both the manual and com-
puter practice sets. At the same time, having
students complete all the accounting tasks using a
complex accounting package can be overwhelm-
ing. Because the practice set includes a wide va-
riety of transactions and tasks, students seldom
complete the same type of transaction twice.
Each type of transaction calls for a different
screen and progression of field entries, so stu-
dents are never quite comfortable with what they
are doing. The text does provide step-by-step
instructions for each transaction type. Students
need to know that companies using Dynamics are
large enough so that one person is not solely re-
sponsible for all accounting entries. Thus, the
lack of intuition they feel in completing the
screens is an artifact of the breadth of the pro-
ject.

Summary

Completing a practice set using Great Plains
Dynamics in the undergraduate AIS course
serves to meet the objective of thoroughly under-
standing the accounting cycle while obtaining
meaningful hands-on experience with accounting
software. Computerized Accounting Using Great
Plains Dynamics provides continuity with the
manual practice set students complete early in
the course, while allowing a frame of reference
for comparison between manual and computer-
ized accounting processes.

4.0 Graduate Business Information Systems
Student Profile
Students taking the graduate Business In-

formation Systems (BIS) course are a combina-
tion of three populations: Masters of Accoun-
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tancy (MACCT) students, Masters of Business
Administration (MBA) students completing
coursework during on-campus, daytime classes,
and MBA students completing coursework dur-
ing off-campus, evening classes. The inaugural
offerings of the course included nine MACCT
students, 13 daytime MBA students, and 12 eve-
ning MBA students.

The MACCT and the daytime MBA students
are typically in their early 20s and from the
northwest region of the United States. They
usually have not had a significant exposure to
computerized accounting systems. The MACCT
students largely enter public accounting upon
graduation. The daytime MBA students will
work in a variety of business settings throughout
the region upon graduation. The evening MBA
students are typically older students working full
time, with considerable work experience. Some
have had limited exposure to computerized ac-
counting systems, though this exposure is rarely
in a broad accounting capacity. Evening MBA
students often do not change jobs upon complet-
ing their degree but rather use the degree to ad-
vance within their current company. However,
there is a healthy number who obtain the MBA
degree to change careers.

It is important to note that any student who
has previously completed the abovementioned
AIS course is discouraged from taking this BIS
course because of the overlap in material. How-
ever, because both courses are relatively new in
the curriculum, few students have been in this
situation.

Course Profile

Both the MBA and MAACT degrees include
a requirement that students complete two credits
of “technology perspective” courses.  These
courses are electives in the sense that students
may choose which courses to take so long as the
credits are designated as “technology perspec-
tive” courses. Approximately six credits of such
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courses are offered during a calendar year in
courses ranging from one to three credits each.

BIS is a one-credit technology perspective
course offered in two formats: a five-week day-
time course and a single weekend course. Gen-
erally, the MACCT and daytime MBA students
take the five-week course, while the evening
MBA students take the weekend course. The
courses are administered in exactly the same
way, with the exception of the scheduling of the
15 hours of class time.

Because of the brevity of the course, its ob-
jectives are very focused. The stated objectives
of the course are to:

1) provide students with “hands-on” ex-
perience with a mid-range accounting
software package;

2) expose students to the process applied in
selecting accounting software applica-
tions; and

3) equip students to critically evaluate ba-

sic features and controls of accounting
software applications.

Using Great Plains Dynamics in this course
serves to provide a context for understanding the
desirable characteristics one should seek in an
accounting information system.

Computerized Practice Set

The same computerized practice set used in
AIS is used in this course (Computerized Ac-
counting Using Great Plains Dynamics). Gradu-
ate students are assumed to have a basic working
knowledge of the accounting cycle. Thus, the
focus is not on the accounting cycle but rather is
on the accounting software. A majority of the
in-class hours are devoted to working the entire
computerized Waren Distributing project, in ad-
dition to completing additional chapters on large
company applications and company setup. The
graduate students work at a quicker pace than the
undergraduate students, typically taking 8-10
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hours to complete Waren Distributing practice
set, plus an additional 2-4 to complete the addi-
tional chapters.

To supplement the hands-on computer time,
the students also complete a controls exercise
and view videos related to the software. In the
controls exercise, students first match control
terms with definitions. - Then the students focus
on input controls, finding specific instances of
where they are evident in the Dynamics input
screens. Great Plains furnishes a series of short
videos of interviews with company leaders and
clients. One video shows Bill Gates demonstrat-
ing the power of Visual Basic integration within
Dynamics, a particularly effective video to show
at the conclusion of the project.

Grading and Learning Opportunities

Though this one-credit graduate course uses
virtually the same software and assignments as
the undergraduate course, the software serves a
very different purpose in this course. Rather
than the software reinforcing accounting cycle
concepts, it provides a backdrop for a more in-
depth analysis. The graduate students bring a
richer educational and career background to the
course. Thus, they are expected to view the
software and its impacts from a more encom-
passing perspective. This broader perspective is
reflected in a course paper. Completing the
computerized projects accounts for 50% of the
students’ course grade. The remaining 50% of
the grade is earned by completing the course

paper.

In this paper, the students are to integrate
outside readings with their personal experience
with the software to (1) describe a process a
company should employee in selecting account-
ing software, (2) describe features and controls
one would desire in accounting software, and (3)
evaluate Dynamics features and controls based
on their limited experience with the software.
The exercise of using the software provides a
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context for understanding how one would select
and evaluate accounting software.

Observations

Course evaluations revealed that the gradu-
ate students appreciated the hands-on nature of
the course. While the MBA students were ini-
tially somewhat apprehensive about working
with an “accounting” system, they found the
projects to be suitable for non-accountants. The
students in the weekend course (largely evening
MBA students) were able to relate the projects
and paper to their own work experiences. The
videos were a well-received addition that tied the
accounting nature of the class to a larger busi-
ness perspective. The controls exercise brought
an appreciation for internal controls that could be
built in to software (since the exercises largely
involved input of data and transactions, the focus
was on input controls). The students were sur-
prised at the extensiveness of such controls in
Dynamics ’

As in the undergraduate AIS course, the
students complete the computerized assignments
largely during the in-class lab sessions.  This
proves particularly beneficial for the MBA stu-

dents who may not have taken their basic ac-
counting courses in quite a while, so that they
require additional guidance on the basic account-
ing issues. It is interesting to note that the lab
sessions were much more successful in the
weekend course than in the five-week daytime
course. The students attending the weekend
course were able to work for extended periods of
time without their concentration or workflow be-
ing interrupted, and then the interruption was
only brief. The daytime class met twice a week
so that the time between class meetings was as
long as five days apart, making it more difficult
for students to pick up where they left off the
previous class session.

Summary

Completing a practice set using Great Plains
Dynamics in the graduate BIS course serves to
both provide hands-on experience with account-
ing software while also providing a context to
better understand the software selection and
evaluation process. This more in-depth use of
Great Plains Dynamics also provided the oppor-
tunity for students to experience controls and
features that they may have only read about out-
side of class. A comparison of the computerized

Figure 2: Comparison of Computerized Accounting Using Great Plains Dynamics in
Undergraduate AIS and Graduate BIS Courses

In-Class Lab Hours

Undergraduate AIS Graduate AIS
Number of Course Credit Hours 3 credit hours 1 credit hours
Course Schedule 15 weeks (MWF) 5 weeks (MW) orone weekend
Systems Understanding Aid Used? Yes No
Percentage Course Points Allocated to 13% 50%
Computerized Accounting
Approximate Number (% of total) of 210 22%) 12 (80%)

Chapters Covered from
Computerized Accounting

Training (1-3)
Waren Distributing (4)

Training (1-3)

Waren Distributing (4)
Large Company Use (5)
Company Setup (6)

Additional Course Activities Related to | None
Computerized Accounting

Course Paper Controls
Exercise Videos




The Review of Accounting Information Systems

Volume 4, Number 4

assignments in the AIS and BIS courses is sum-
marized in Figure 2.

5.0 Summary

This paper illustrates how Great Plains Dy-
namics is used in two courses with different ob-
jectives and student populations. In the under-
graduate AIS course, the software is used to re-
inforce accounting cycle concepts while provid-
ing opportunity for hands-on experience with
commercial accounting software. In the gradu-
ate BIS course, the software is used to provide a
context in which students learn about the ac-
counting software selection process, software
features, and controls implemented in accounting
software.

Consistent with IFAC and AICPA recom-
mendations, the accounting and IT concepts are
integrated in both courses; consistent with the
school’s mission, the computerized assignments
provide opportunities for experiential learning.
These goals are accomplished by using a student
version of commercial accounting software that
is otherwise time consuming to integrate into the
curriculum.

Endnotes

1. The author has no formal or informal ties to Arens
& Ward or Armond Dalton Publishing, Inc.
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Appendix A: Transactions and Tasks Included in
Computerized Accounting Using Great Plains Dy-
namics (Arens & Ward 1999)

Revenue Cycle
e  Make a Credit Sale

Write-off Account Receivable
Collect Outstanding Receivable
Receive Returned Goods
Age Receivables
e  Print Customer Monthly Statements
Expenditure and Inventory Cycles
e Inventory Maintenance (change costs and
prices)
e Prepare Purchase Order
e  Receive Goods From Purchase Order
Purchase Goods/Services Without Purchase
Order
Pay a Vendor Invoice
Adjust Perpetual Inventory Records (counts)
Record Depreciation Expense
Accrue Interest Payable
Record Bad Debt Expense
Close Accounts to Cost of Goods Sold
e  Record Federal Income Taxes
Payroll Cycle
e  Employee Maintenance (change pay rates)
e  Pay Employees
e  Record Monthly Unemployment Taxes
Financial and Reporting Cycle
e  Make Bank Deposit
Reconcile Bank Balance
Post Transactions
Print Trial Balance
Print Financial Statements
Print Various Internal Reports
e  Close the General Ledger
Miscellaneous Tasks
e  Lookup Account Balances
Lookup Customer Account Numbers
Lookup Inventory Item Numbers
Lookup Vendor Account Numbers
Alter Default Settings
Data File Backup
Data File Restoration




