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Abstract

This paper presents the results of a descriptive study of the current content of the un-
dergraduate accounting information systems (AIS) course. A request for a copy of the
course syllabus for the undergraduate AIS course was sent to two hundred schools.
The results are summarized in two ways. First, the stated objectives of the course are
categorized according to emphasis of the topical areas suggested by the AAA Commit-
tee on Contemporary Approaches to Teaching Accounting Information Systems [1987]
and the AICPA’s Information Technology in the Accounting Curriculum [1997]. Sec-

ond, syllabi are analyzed for projects assigned and software utilized; based on the
AICPA’s, basic pre-qualification skills for users of information technology.

Introduction

Applying computer technology is simply finding
the right wrench to pound in the correct screw.

--Anonymous
D counting information systems has been
a challenging task ever since the intro-
duction of computers in business education.
Many authors (Heagy [1988], Romney [1996])
have described AIS as a “problem” course be-
cause of the lack of instructor consensus regard-
ing its composition. O’Leary, et al [1996] found
a “highly diversified” AIS curriculum. And
Walton [1997] also noted “the lack of standardi-
zation in topical coverage across accounting pro-
grams.” Similarly, anecdotal evidence with text-
book publishers and a review of texts’ tables of
contents (see Appendix) confirms the lack of
market uniformity.

efining the curricular content of ac-

The purpose of this paper is to present

Readers with comments or questions are encour-
aged to contact the authors via e-mail.
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the results of a descriptive study of the current
content of the undergraduate accounting infor-
mation systems (AIS) course. The purpose of
the research is: (1) To describe the curricular
content of AIS as suggested by relevant profes-
sional groups; (2) To determine the level of con-
sistency that exists between AIS classes and pro-
fessional guidelines; (3) To determine the level
of consistency that exists between AIS classes
across the country; and (4) To gather and dis-
seminate creative approaches and components of
AIS courses across the country.

Literature Review-What to Teach

It has become appallingly obvious that our tech-
nology has exceeded our humanity.
--Albert Einstein

The purpose of this section is to de-
scribe a normative position on the content of
AIS; i.e., what should be taught, from the per-
spectives of professional academics--the Ameri-
can Accounting Association; professional ac-
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counting--the American Institute of CPAs; and the current practices of other employers.

It has been over ten years since the AAA Committee on Contemporary Approaches to Teaching
Accounting Information Systems [1987] described its recommendations for the curricular objectives of
the AIS. In their report, the AAA Committee identified nine broad categories of topics and suggested
levels of coverage for the AIS course. The categories and the suggested levels of coverage are:

Level of coverage Content categories
1 Knowledge of Auditing of accounting information systems
2 Comprehension of Management’s use of information
3 Comprehension of Management of information systems
4 Application of Use of systems technology
5 Application of AIS applications
6 Application of Systems analysis and design
7 Analysis of Technology of information systems
8 Analysis of Database concepts
9 Analysis of Internal control

In 1997, the AICPA' [1997] “updated” these recommendations by adopting guidelines from the
Education Committee of the International Federation of Accountants (IFAC) for “Information Technol-
ogy Competencies in the Accounting Curriculum.” IFAC outlined guidelines for the theoretical and
practical content of user oriented education requirements, as well as a set of role related education re-
quirements associated with the manager, designer, and evaluator roles. They assumed that, “at the time
of qualification, all professional accountants will operate in at least two roles: the user role and one of
the other three roles, depending on the member’s work domain.” (§19)

The guidelines presented the following topics in their general education requirements, applica-
ble to all accountants: (1) Information technology concepts for business systems, (2) Internal control in
computer based business systems, (3) Development standards and practices for business systems, (4)
Management of IT adoption, implementation, and use (5) Evaluation of computer based systems. (§40)

The IFAC committee added the following emphasis: “Of particular importance to all profes-
sional accountants, regardless of their specific domain of professional activity, is the issue of internal
control.” (942)

IFAC made the following recommendation for the theoretical content of user oriented educa-
tion:

“Professional accountants, as users of IT, must have the background knowledge and familiarity with in-

Sformation systems concepts and terminology that would enable them to make reasonable decisions in
connection with simple systems such as defining their needs, identifying alternatives, deciding whether to
acquire a pre-packaged system or develop the system using end user tools such as spreadsheet packages
or database packages, or out source the development to another branch of the organization or an outside
consultant, and selecting the appropriate hardware, software, and supplier.” (]54)

Continuing, IFAC made the following recommendation for the practical content of the cur-
riculum for users of information technologies:
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“. . .there are certain fundamental skills that are
widely regarded as the minimum set of skills that
all professional accountants must have prior to
qualification: (1) ability to use a word processing
package, (2) ability to use a spreadsheet pack-
age, (3) ability to use a database package, and
(4) ability to use at least one basic accounting
package.” (158)

IFAC suggests that a single post-
secondary course comprised of 40 in-class hours
and 80 out-of-class hours could address these
topics satisfactorily. (§ 45)

Obviously, the IFAC guidelines have
not been available long enough for instructors to
respond. However, comparing these suggestions
would tell us what holes might be left to fill;
whereas, comparing current syllabi to the AAA
Committee’s recommendations would indicate
how responsive accounting programs and in-
structors of AIS have been in following those
guidelines.

Lastly, Davis [1997] surveyed employ-
ers, asking the question “What computer skills
do employers expect from recent college gradu-
ates?” The study is only slightly applicable here
because there is agreement that computer skills
are only one part of an understanding of infor-
mation systems. Also, Davis’ respondents were
asked about college graduates in general, and not
accounting graduates. Davis found that 56% of
employers expected intermediate or advanced
word processing skills. 25% of employers had
expectations that college graduates would have
intermediate or advanced abilities to create or
modify programs or macros. Over one third
needed intermediate or advanced database skills,
while close to fifty percent expected intermediate
to advanced spreadsheet skills. In a related is-
sue, Prawitt, et al [1997] surveyed over 4,000
members of the AICPA concerning the software
that they use. The results give good guidance for
faculty contemplating choice of software based
on commercial/professional popularity.
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Literature Review-Studies of AIS Curriculum

Progress is man’s ability to complicate simplic-
iry. -Thor Heyerdahl

There are many factors that can contrib-
ute to a lack of consensus. While one could infer
(or hope) that the content of the course would
settle into some consensus based on the direction
by the AAA, this has not been the case. Instruc-
tors and authors readily recognize that the AAA
Committee’s recommendations represent more
material than could be covered in a single one-
semester course. Thus, instructors are required
to select from the AAA Committee’s list. Also,
some “AIS” topics might be covered in other
courses. For example, AIS applications such as
traditional transaction cycles could be covered in
the Accounting Principles course or in Interme-
diate Accounting, through the use of a practice
set. Similarly, internal control could be covered
in the Auditing course. The use of technology
(e.g., spreadsheets) could be pervasive through-
out the accounting curriculum, thereby negating
the need for specific coverage in AIS.

In their recommendations, the AAA
Committee conceded the possibility of variety by
noting that:

“There are many ways to support the educational
objectives of an accounting information Systems
course, some more efficient and effective than
others. Selecting the right tools requires a thor-
ough understanding of the available resources
and familiarity with the characteristics of specific
ones gained through use and experimentation. In
the final analysis, the teaching tools used reflect
the orientation of the instructor.” (p. 144)

Because “the teaching tools used reflect the ori-
entation of the instructor” and because there is
more than one course-worth of material in the
AAA recommendations and the Davis and Heagy
studies, instructors in a single AIS course usually
have a lot of discretion in terms of the material
covered and the tools used.
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A complicating factor that could contribute to the lack of curricular consensus is “the orienta-
tion of the instructor.” Calderon, et al [1996] reported that 44.3% of their respondents were self-taught
in the area of accounting information systems. 26.2% of faculty respondents had “some” to “very lit-
tle” course work. The source of information for someone who is self-taught or has had very little for-
mal training is a critical question. Possibly, instructors with little or no training could develop a course
based on a text and its supplements. However, that text is developed by authors who are trying to de-
termine what instructors are looking for in a text and supplements, thereby leading to a “chicken and
egg” paradox.

Rapidly changing technologies and limited budgets present special challenges to maintaining an
up-to-date curriculum. Compared to traditional financial accounting, AIS is relatively young and new
technologies will cause this to perpetuate. Changing technologies and the resources available (or un-
available) contribute to curricular diversity. A unique attribute of the AIS course is that it can be taught
with a lab format similar to a physical science class. Lab experiments come in numerous shapes and
sizes. Many instructors have adopted innovative components, such as using commercial general ledger
software practice sets (Pillsbury [1996]), spreadsheet case studies in information systems analysis and
design (Maher [1993]), and relational database cases (Maher [1993] and Davis [1997]) that should be
shared.

Walton [1997] studied the difference in coverage as a function of school size and curricular
prerequisites. She found that most schools (81 our of 88) that require no information systems course or
only an introduction to information systems were not accredited by the AACSB. Further, she found that
only 50% of respondent schools required a specific AIS course for accounting majors. Walton did not
report any statistically significant differences in prerequisite course coverages when schools did or did
not require an AIS course. The second part of her study was to determine what differences existed in
the AIS coverage for schools where there was an MIS prerequisite vs. schools where there was no MIS
prerequisite. She reported the following results:

Mean number of class hours

Topic Total MIS Prereq No MIS Prereq
System development life cycle 4.19 4.02 4.31
Data management 1.08 1.07 1.09
Data communication 1.03 .84 1.16
Dafabase management systems 1.35 1.39 "1.32
Decision support systems and expert systems .69 .62 .73
Practice set .36 .57 22
Spreadsheet applications 1.85 1.75 1.91
Database applications 1.12 73 1.39
General ledger packages 2.31 3.07 1.79
Other software .39 .35 41
Projects .58 51 .62
Student presentations .85 1.28 .55

None of the differences between MIS as a prerequisite and no MIS prerequisite were reported as statis-
tically significant.?

O’Leary, et al [1996] surveyed 59 schools “to investigate the nature of the accounting informa-
tion systems course.” The authors compiled 59 syllabi which are available for Internet viewing and
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downloading. They performed little analysis of the results.

Research Design

Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.
--Arthur C. Clarke

For the current research, a request was sent to two hundred schools, selected at random, that
were listed in the 1997 faculty directory of AAA member schools. The request was for a copy of the
course syllabus for the AIS course. First requests were mailed in September of 1997. Second requests
were mailed in November, 1997. The requests had the following success.

Number
Total number of requests sent 200
Total number of responses 86 43.00% of the total sent
Responses indicating no AIS course 26 30.23% of the responses
Responses indicating one AIS course 59 68.6% of the responses
Responses indicating two AIS courses 1 1.16% of the responses
Usable Responses 56 65.12% of the responses

The first observation is a positive trend in the number of schools offering an AIS course. That is, in
Walton’s 1993 study, 50% of schools surveyed did not have an AIS course. Here, close to 70% of re-
sponding schools offer such a course.

Data Evaluation

Experience is a wonderful thing. It enables you to recognize a mistake every time you repeat it.
--Anonymous

Analysis of Syllabi--Textbook Selection

Unlike other accounting textbook markets, the AIS market has no dominant performer. The
following textbooks were used:

Author(s) Frequency
James Boockholdt 6
Ulric J. Gelinas, Steve G. Sutton, and Allan E. Oram 8
James A. Hall 6
Anita Hollander, Eric Denna, and Jay Owen Cherrington 5
Stephen Moscove, Mark Simkin, and Nancy Bagranoff 7
Marshall Romney, Paul Steinbart, and Barry Cushing 10
Joseph W. Wilkenson and Michael J. Cerullo 5
Other AIS 2
None or other non-AIS (e.g., software reference manual) 8

This result is similar to previous studies. As one publisher commented, AIS is an easy market to enter
and a tough market to dominate.
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Analysis of Syllabi--Topical Coverage

The first step of analysis was to compare topics assigned from each of the returned syllabi to
the AAA Committee categories.

# of Syllabi Indicating | % of Usable Re- | Avg # of Bi-

Content categories Some Coverage sponses Weekly Classes
AIS applications 51 91.07% 7.61
Internal control 46 82.14% 3.84
Use of systems technology 45 80.36% 5.55
Database concepts 40 71.43% 3.20
Systems analysis and design 34 60.71% 4.28
Technology of information systems 31 55.36% 2.87
Management’s use of information 28 50.00% 2.89
Auditing of AIS 14 25.00% 2.21
Management of information systems 8 14.29% 2.14
Total number of responses 56

These results seem to indicate a higher degree of consensus than has been previously reported. That is,
syllabi from more than fifty percent of respondent addressed seven of the nine topics suggested by the
AAA committee.

The next table identifies how many categories each syllabi addressed. As you can see, on av-
erage, respondents covered over five of the nine categories.

Number of syllabi that addressed:
1 category only

2 categories

3 categories

4 categories

5 categories

6 categories

7 categories

8 categories

9 categories

Total 533
Average 5.3

o ®ANO

— N \O

Analysis of Syllabi--Project Coverage
The next analysis examined the nature of projects assigned. Using the IFAC guidelines, and

assuming that word processing is not a software used for information systems, the following results
were noted (for the 56 usable responses):
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Number | % of Usable | % of Grade | Software

G/L Software Project 24 42.86% 19.64 % Peachtree (5), Great Plains
(3), QuickBooks (3)

Systems Understanding Aid 18 32.14% 16.44% Micro SUA (4)
Spreadsheet Project 17 30.36% 15.785 Excel (13/18)
Database Project 17 30.36% 16.93% Access (15/17)
Other Projects’ 49 87.50% 22.43%
Textbook Exams/Quizzes 55 98.21% 59.36%

While there is an overwhelming majority (98.21%) of classes that used traditional exams and quizzes as
the primary basis for student evaluation, the percent of the total grade seems low (58.44%).

The following table shows the mix and preference of projects employed by AIS instructors:

Number of syllabi with Total Percent
No (G/L software, SUA, spreadsheet, or database) project 8 14.29%
One project
G/L software (9), SUA (7), Spreadsheet (4), Database (6) 26 46.43 %
Two projects
G/L and SUA (5), and Spreadsheet (4), and Database (2) 18 32.14%
SUA and Spreadsheet (2), and Database (1)
Spreadsheet and Database (4)
Three projects 2 3.57%
G/L, Spreadsheet, and Database (1)
G/L, SUA, and Database (1)
Four projects 2 3.57%
Total 56
Conclusion ogy of information technology, transaction proc-

Significant effort has been expended to
gather information about different approaches to
teaching AIS. Absent from all of these is any
kind of definition of agreement or consensus. In
the present study, over 90% of respondents cover
AIS applications. Over 85% of the current sur-
vey’s respondents incorporate at least one project
using software recommended by IFAC and the
AICPA. Over 80% of the current survey’s re-
spondents addressed internal control. Over 70%
discuss and/or apply database concepts. And
over 60% discuss and/or apply systems analysis
and design. It appears that in general, AIS is
moving to consensus, while maintaining a level
of individuality.

The argument could be made that AIS
includes many objective topics (e.g., the technol-
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essing systems, internal control, etc.) and many
subjective topics (e.g., systems analysis and de-
sign, management use of information, etc.). It
seems that there is a great deal of consensus sur-
rounding the objective AIS topics and a great
deal of diversity surrounding the subjective top-
ics.

Many instructors noted that a large part
of information systems involves creative problem
solving. Many noted that the beauty of creative
problem solving is the creativity-a process not
often present in other aspects of an undergradu-
ate’s education. Therefore, it seems to be a
paradox then, that we explore consensus; i.e.,
uniformity in a course that encourages diversity!
Therefore, it seems that a reasonable suggestion
would be that we continue to develop creative
solutions to the problem of teaching AIS, rather
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than searching for the one model that will fit

all.

The author gratefully acknowledges the financial
support of the UW-Whitewater College of Busi-
ness Research Grant Program for this research.

Endnotes

1.

The CPA exam is a poor guide for the
AIS curriculum. Historically, EDP
topics average only 4-6 points out of
100 on the auditing section of the
exam. Of those points, most if not all
relate to EDP auditing (4 points) and
controls in EDP environments (2
points).

While the Walton study was published
in 1997, the survey was conducted in
1993. Therefore, the present study
represents an updating of some of her
findings.

Three syllabi from schools on a quarter
system were excluded from this table.
They addressed four categories.

Other projects included skits, presen-
tations including electronic presenta-
tions, documenting systems (drawing
flowcharts, data flow diagrams, entity
relationship diagrams), Internet
searches, homepage design, writing
Java scripts, traditional text based
homework, class participation, atten-
dance, attendance at professional
meetings, etc.
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