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ABSTRACT

The notion of ethics education in university accounting programs has been the center of
an ongoing debate between educators, regulators, and researchers following the accounting
scandals of the beginning of the 21st century. There is significant disagreement among these
groups on the appropriate extent and form that such instruction should take. Prior research on the
subject has focused heavily on the opinions of university accounting instructors concerning
ethics education for accounting students, but perceptions of two of the most relevant groups in
this discussion, students and practitioners, have gone relatively unexplored. Using a web-based
survey to collect responses from voluntary participants, this study attempts to understand the
positions of these groups on a variety of aspects of ethics education, including the importance of
the topic in accounting programs, which type of course structure is preferred for such instruction,
and the adequacy of current ethics coverage. The results of the surveys indicate that both
students and CPAs believe that ethics should be taught in university accounting programs and
that the inclusion of such instruction would aid students in solving ethical dilemmas. The results
also suggest that both groups support a variety of formats by which students can receive ethical
instruction. Interestingly, students and CPAs felt that current ethics coverage is not excessive,
but were uncertain as to whether they would consider it appropriate or lacking. The information
gathered may be of use in further studies on the perceptions of ethics education and to regulatory
and educational organizations as they attempt to design and implement a solution to end the
continuous deliberation on the topic.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
As the professionals responsible for ensuring the accuracy and reliability of financial
information and protecting the users of such information from potential misstatement and fraud,
accountants have always had a need for a strong sense of ethics. Over the years, there has been
intense debate over how, and even if, ethics should be included in university accounting
programs. Researchers, in an attempt to further the unending discussion on ethics education,
have conducted countless studies on the topic. The focus of these studies, however, has often
centered on the effectiveness of instruction in ethics and the perceptions of university instructors
regarding the subject. While these may be worthwhile areas of study, other groups with a vested
interest in the topic of ethics education have gone relatively unstudied.
It is the goal of the current study to identify the positions on ethics education in
collegiate accounting programs held by two important groups in such a discussion, accounting
students and professionals. Using web-based based surveys distributed to members of these
groups over a period of several months, information was collected on the perceptions of these
parties on various aspects of ethics education for accounting students. The surveys sought to
ascertain whether accounting students and CPAs found ethics education to be important and
deserving of inclusion in university accounting curricula, whether they held similar views on
what the arrangement and focus of ethics education should be, and whether they felt that current
ethics coverage in university accounting programs is appropriate.
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The results of the study produced evidence which supports several general conclusions on
the positions held by students and CPAs in the debate on ethics education in accounting
curricula. The survey results revealed that both groups feel that the ability to recognize situations
that may have ethical implications is a trait that accounting students should possess and that
having an ethics course would improve the ability of students to solve ethical dilemmas. The
survey also reveals that students and CPAs hold noticeably similar views regarding the specifics
of what the structure and emphasis of a course in ethics should be. Both groups supported a
variety of potential instructors, focuses, methods of instruction, and continuing education
opportunities, in addition to both expressing support for curriculum-wide integration of the
subject. The survey results also indicated that students and CPAs agree that current ethics
coverage in university accounting programs is not excessive, although there was unexpected
uncertainty in both groups as to whether they would consider it currently appropriate or lacking.
Both groups appear to be largely in agreement that ethics should be covered in university
accounting programs and regarding the specific form that such instruction should take, although
it remains unclear whether the groups would favor an increase in ethics coverage.
Researchers, regulators, administrators, and educators may find the information collected
in this study of use as they attempt to weigh the opinions of the many relevant groups in the
discussion on ethics education in an attempt to devise an effective methodology for the inclusion
of ethics education within university accounting curricula.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review

Current State of Ethics Education in Accounting
The prospect of ethics as a topic of discussion in university accounting curricula has been
a source of ongoing debate amongst scholars, instructors, professionals, and legislators for many
years. This debate was given new life following the myriad business scandals of the early
2000’s. In 2004, the Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business (AACSB) issued a
report recommending that business schools incorporate several broad themes, including the
responsibility of business in society, ethical decision-making and leadership, and corporate
governance, into ethics education, but was criticized for offering no concrete actions that should
be taken (Chawla et al 2015, 17). The following year, the Education Committee of the National
Association of State Boards of Accountancy (NASBA) was met with resistance and criticism
when it recommended changes to the Uniform Accountancy Act which would require three
semester hours of accounting ethics and three semester hours of general business ethics (Chawla
et al 2015, 17). NASBA went on to soften its position, instead recommending that the three
semester hour ethics course could be taken as a stand-alone course or incorporated into existing
courses in the accounting curriculum (Chawla et al 2015, 17). It has been pointed out, however,
that including ethics in the curriculum solely through integration in other courses can make it
difficult to measure the amount of coverage the topic receives, and that “[a]t best, such ad hoc
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coverage is superficial and uniformed…[a]t worst, it is inaccurate, woefully inadequate, or
simply missing in action.” (Swanson 2005, 249).
In a 2015 article of the CPA Journal written by Nicholas Mastracchio Jr, Carlos JiménezAngueira, and Ildiko Toth examining the state of ethics and educational requirements regarding
ethics in accounting, the authors point out the lack of consistency in the requirements for CPA
licensure amongst individual states (Mastracchio, Jiménez-Angueira, and Toth 2015). According
to the article, a university ethics course is required only in California, Illinois, Maryland, Texas,
and West Virginia in order to obtain licensure, with 3 other states requiring ethics education
through integration in other courses or by other means (Mastracchio, Jiménez-Angueira, and
Toth 2015, 51). Additionally, a majority of states require ethics to be included as part of their
continuing education requirements, but in several cases this simply involves a review of state
board rules (Mastracchio, Jiménez-Angueira, and Toth 2015, 51). Despite increases over the last
several years in the amount of state boards that require ethics CPE courses, the number of
courses in ethics required at U.S. business schools has actually declined over the same period, as
shown in Figure 2, which is adapted from a graphic presented in a 2007 study conducted by
Fisher, Swanson, and Schmidt (Fisher, Swanson, and Schmidt 2007, 350-351).
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Figure 1. Ethics Course Requirements, adapted from Fisher, Swanson, and Schmidt
2007, 350

Perceptions of Ethics Education in Accounting Curricula
Countless studies have been conducted over the years examining the perceptions of
different groups concerning ethics education in university accounting programs. A vast majority
of these studies have focused on the perceptions held by university accounting instructors. As the
group ultimately responsible for implementing any coverage of ethics-related material within
university accounting curricula, researchers have been extremely interested in instructors’
thoughts on the design and effectiveness of courses in ethics.
One of the most recent and comprehensive studies on the perceptions of university
instructors regarding ethics education within accounting programs, authored by Cindy
Blanthorne, Stacy Kovar, and Dann Fisher, reviews a collection of prior findings on the subject
and compares these with the results of the authors’ own study (Blanthorne, Kovar, and Fisher
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2007). The review and study conducted by these researchers is by no means the only source of
information regarding instructor perceptions on ethics education. Several other works provide
meaningful contributions to the discussion, yet the Blanthorne, et al. study is one of the most
relevant to the topic of the current study and most wide-ranging in scope. Many of the
conflicting opinions held by instructors on the various subtopics that make up the larger
discussion of accounting ethics education are captured within the review of prior findings and the
authors’ own survey. The survey utilized for the current study is adapted largely from the work
of Blanthorne, Kovar, and Fisher detailed below.
Blanthorne, Kovar, and Fisher found few studies that had investigated whether instructors
believed that ethics should be taught, but found in their own study that 95% of instructors found
this idea favorable (Blanthorne, Kovar, and Fisher 2007, 363 and 369). Few prior studies covered
specific reasons for the inclusion of ethics in accounting programs, but the authors’ found in their
study that instructors felt that the development of a sense of ethicality is “critical to the
profession”, “necessary to re-establish public trust after recent accounting scandals”, and “an
important step toward making sure that the profession does not lose the right to self-regulate”
(Blanthorne, Kovar, and Fisher 2007, 363 and 369-371). Reasons against the inclusion of ethics
found in prior studies stemmed from instructors’ feelings that they received inadequate resources
or rewards for such instruction and that ethics is simply not teachable (Blanthorne, Kovar, and
Fisher 2007, 363-364). The authors’ findings have some overlap, with the main reasons against
the inclusion of ethics being a perceived lack of resources and faculty qualifications (Blanthorne,
Kovar, and Fisher 2007, 371-376). Prior research established that instructors believed they were
capable of teaching ethics, but did not indicate who they felt should be the source of ethics
instruction, whereas the authors’ survey found that accounting faculty rated themselves as the
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most appropriate source of ethics education, but were receptive to the idea of teaching alongside
faculty of other disciplines (Blanthorne, Kovar, and Fisher 2007, 364 and 376-377). Significant
disagreement exists in prior literature regarding whether the focus of a course in ethics should be
on practical application or theory, but the author’s’ findings indicate that instructors perceive a
practical focus as the more desirable method (Blanthorne, Kovar, and Fisher 2007, 364-365 and
377). The authors also found that prior surveys established no clear answer as to where
instructors felt that ethics should be included in the accounting curriculum, but their own
research suggests that instructors prefer integration above a stand-alone accounting ethics course
(Blanthorne, Kovar, and Fisher 2007, 365 and 377-378). They also found support for a standalone ethics course more generally in the business curriculum or in business law or social
responsibility (Blanthorne, Kovar, and Fisher 2007, 377-378). Concerning perceptions regarding
methods of instruction for ethics, prior studies seemed to offer little information beyond the fact
that lectures and cases were the most popular methods, but the authors’ study establishes that
instructors felt that many different methods were effective, with case studies and vignettes being
viewed as the most effective (Blanthorne, Kovar, and Fisher 2007, 366-367 and 380-381). The
authors’ survey finds that instructors generally feel that ethics coverage is inadequate and should
be covered more, as opposed to prior findings, which indicated uncertainty among faculty
regarding whether the level of ethics coverage was appropriate, but perhaps hinted that it should
be improved upon (Blanthorne, Kovar, and Fisher 2007, 367 and 382).
The perceptions of ethics education in accounting curricula held by other interested
parties, such as accounting students and professionals, have also been addressed in prior
literature, but to a much lesser extent than those of faculty members. A major aim of the current
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study is to provide a more comprehensive and comparative collection of the perceptions of these
less frequently studied groups regarding ethics in university accounting programs.
In an equally ideal position as university faculty in which to provide perspective on the
design and effectiveness of courses in ethics, accounting students have also been an area of study
for researchers. In a study comparing the impressions held by accounting faculty and students,
Nell Adkins and Robin Radtke found that students placed greater importance on ethics in
business and the goals of accounting ethics education than faculty did (Adkins and Radtke 2004,
279). Accounting students have also been found to believe that a lack of ethics can be damaging
to the accounting profession and to society as a whole (Kerr and Smith 1995, 987). In addition,
students in university accounting programs have expressed a desire for more ethical direction
(Kerr and Smith 1995, 987). A 2003 report by PricewaterhouseCoopers noted that in several
interviews conducted with students, the students stated that “ethics are not an integral part of
their education” (PricewaterhouseCoopers 2003, 35). It is clear that accounting students consider
ethics to be a topic of great importance worthy of additional coverage in college accounting
curricula. This sentiment is echoed more generally by business students, who have expressed
strong support for the idea that business students of all majors should take a formal course in
business ethics (Peterson and Albaum 2005, 124). Interestingly, studies exploring the gender
differences in ethical sensitivity of accounting students have found that female students are more
sensitive to ethics and less tolerant of unethical behavior than their male counterparts (Ameen,
Guffey, and McMillan 1996, 596).
Practicing accounting professionals are another group whose perceptions are often
considered in the debate on ethics education in university accounting curricula. While some
argue that the positions of educational institutions and faculty do not always align with those of
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practicing professionals, this is not a universally held belief (Bean and Bernardi 2005, 64).
Despite intense debate on the subject and conflicting evidence, “accounting academics and
practitioners generally agree that ethics can be taught” (Mastracchio, Jiménez-Angueira, and
Toth 2015, 49). Certified Public Accountants have been found to see ethical instruction and
literacy as important topics that should be covered in accounting curricula, although they are
uncertain as to who is best qualified to provide such instruction (Ward, S., Ward, D., and Deck
1993, 601). Some of the most specific information concerning CPA perceptions of ethics
education have come from qualitative interviews of Virginia-licensed CPAs conducted by Vicki
Bealman in a 2013 dissertation from Liberty University (Bealman 2013). Although all of the
participants in the study saw the ability to make ethically-sound decisions as the “cornerstone of
CPA practice”, a majority described “a lack of effective ethical decision-making requirements
and learning activities in accounting degree programs” (Bealman 2013, 87 and 89). The study
participants also held strong perceptions of a need for an increase in ethics coverage and more
specifically an increase in stand-alone courses in ethics alongside curriculum-wide integration of
ethics in other courses (Bealman 2013, 95 and 122-125 and 128-129 and 135).
While accounting faculty, students, and practitioners appear to be by far the most heavily
studied groups in terms of their perceptions on accounting ethics education, several attempts
have also been made to obtain the opinions of other interested parties. For example, in a 1993
study examining the relative importance that recruiters for accounting firms place on a sense of
ethics, it was found that ethicality was rated the highest of any quality in job candidates, beating
out more traditional metrics such as personality and education (Ahadiat and Mackie 1993, 243
and 253-255). While the study may be somewhat dated, it suggests that recruiters consider ethics
to be a desirable quality in potential hires. Another study was conducted soliciting the
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perceptions of professional accounting bodies worldwide on various issues, one of them being
ethics education (Jackling et al. 2007). The results suggest that professional bodies in the
accounting industry feel that they play a substantial role in the professional ethical development
of their members and that the authority to determine the nature of ethics education for
accountants should rest with them (Jackling et al. 2007, 939). Regarding where and how ethics
should be incorporated into accounting curricula, the professional bodies felt that ethics
education should be included as part of pre-qualifying programs and should take the form of a
unit dedicated to the topic along with integration across the curriculum (Jackling et al. 2007,
939). Support was also found for the inclusion of ethics within continuing development programs
(Jackling et al. 2007, 940).
There seems to be a general consensus among the various parties engaged in the ongoing
discussion on ethics education for accounting students that ethics should be included in
university accounting programs. There is notable disagreement amongst these groups, however,
regarding the scope of the inclusion of the topic and the specifics as to how this inclusion may be
achieved. It is the goal of this study to shed some light on the positions of two of the primary
parties in this debate, accounting students and professionals.
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Chapter 3
Methods
This study was conducted in the form of surveys distributed to students currently enrolled
in university accounting programs and Certified Public Accountants currently practicing in the
profession in order to obtain their perceptions regarding the inclusion of ethics in university
accounting curricula. The methodology, apparatus, and participants of the study are detailed
further in this chapter.

Participants
The participants in this study involved 2 distinct groups: students currently enrolled in a
university accounting program and practicing Certified Public Accountants. A separate survey
was created for both groups, with similar questions except for minor variations in wording and
several unique demographic questions. Participants included 96 students and 30 Certified Public
Accountants. Although the survey distributed to CPAs received 42 responses, 12 of the
responses responded with “No” to the control question “Are you currently a practicing Certified
Public Accountant (CPA)?” and were therefore unusable for the current study. These
respondents have not been included in demographic information and analysis of survey results.
All student survey results were usable for the current study. A breakdown of the demographics of
student survey participants is provided in Figure 2.

12

Figure 2. Student Demographic Data

A breakdown of the demographics of CPA survey participants is provided in Figure 3.

Figure 3. CPA Demographic Data

Participants were solicited for involvement in the surveys via a variety of means. The
student participation was obtained largely through an emailed request sent by Professor Edward
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Babcock, director of the Pennsylvania State University’s Master of Accounting (MAcc) program
of the Smeal College of Business, to current MAcc students asking for their input. The email
included a brief description of the survey explaining the nature and intent of the included
questions, along with a link to the survey itself. A similar email request was sent to key
recruiting contacts of the University among the larger public accounting firms for distribution to
their personnel. A majority of the CPA responses were obtained in this manner. In addition,
email requests were sent to individual contacts within public accounting firms, encouraging
further distribution of the survey.

Administration
The surveys were created and administered through Qualtrics, an online survey solution.
Participants accessed the surveys through a link which was included in emailed requests for
involvement in the study. Responses were collected between November 2015 and February
2016, the period throughout which the surveys were active. Completion of the surveys took
approximately 5 to 10 minutes per participant.

Survey Design
The surveys developed for both participant groups involved similar content questions.
Minor variations in wording between each survey were included to preserve relevance to the
intended participant group. These differences are not significant. For example, a particular
statement in the CPA-oriented survey would read “Ethics is an important part of your decisions
in the workplace.”, whereas the student-oriented survey would read “Ethics is an important part
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of your decisions in the classroom”. Several demographic questions are also tailored to each
group, but aim to collect similar information in both surveys.
The questions posed to participants are largely adapted from prior surveys distributed to a
variety of groups in past research on the topic of ethics education. Questions have been adapted
from prior research conducted by Blanthorne, Kovar, and Fisher, Bealman, Adkins and Radtke,
Kerr and Smith, Ward, S., Ward, D., and Deck, McNair and Milam, and Uyar and Güngörmüs.
Based on the findings presented in past research on the topic of ethics education for
accounting students, it is expected that both students and CPAs will consider ethics an important
component within university accounting curricula. Both groups are well aware of the business
scandals that rocked the industry at the beginning of the 21st century and no doubt desire to
prevent the reoccurrence of such high-profile disgraces that would further damage the credibility
of the accounting profession. Students may, however, see ethics education as more essential than
CPAs, given their upbringing and education framed in the aftermath of such scandals and their
more recent exposure to discussion of ethics in university courses compared to CPAs. By
extension, students may feel that current ethics coverage in accounting curricula is more lacking
than their CPA counterparts do. There is little reason to feel that students and CPAs will feel
differently regarding the specific structure that ethics education should take in a university
accounting program. It is unlikely that CPAs would dramatically change the beliefs that they
hold as students regarding the effectiveness of certain course arrangements post-graduation,
considering that they presumably have limited exposure to classroom environments upon
completion of university studies. Students and CPAs may support accounting faculty as potential
instructors for courses in ethics, as they may feel that faculty well versed in accounting matters
are best equipped to point out situations in the profession which may have ethical implications.
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This would also be consistent with findings in prior research conducted on accounting faculty,
who found themselves to be the most appropriate source of ethics instruction. Both groups may
also support a combination of a stand-alone course in ethics and integration of the topic in other
courses in the accounting curriculum, as suggested by prior studies of various groups in the
discussion on ethics education. Both groups are likely to support a more practical focus in a
course on ethics rather than a more theoretical approach, as suggested by prior studies on the
perceptions of accounting educators. Additionally, students and CPAs may feel that more
traditional classroom models of instruction, such as case studies, lectures, or presentations
prepared by students may be the most desirable methods for ethics instruction, as both groups
likely have familiarity with these models and would prefer a structural arrangement with which
they have direct experience. Students and CPAs may, however, disagree over the ways in which
ethics may be integrated with continuing education opportunities. Students may see the
internship stage as a potential source of ethical instruction, whereas CPAs, who presumably have
experience with such programs, recognize that internship programs often focus on establishing
familiarity with an organization, position, and technical aspects of the industry and that ethics
may be more thoroughly covered elsewhere.
The first section of the survey includes the demographic questions posed to respondents
in order to collect information regarding the participants of the survey. The questions are in the
form of multiple choice questions, in which respondents select the relevant response from the
provided options. The questions addressing gender and firm position, offer “Prefer not to
answer” and “Other” responses, respectively, in order to remain sensitive to alternative answers
unaccounted for by the other potential responses to these questions.
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The second section asks respondents to offer agreement or disagreement to several
general statements regarding ethics and university ethics courses, as well as on potential reasons
for or against students in university accounting programs receiving ethics training. The first
question in this section asks participants to offer their opinions on statements such as whether
having an ethics course would help students solve moral and ethics issues and whether ethics
should be taught in university accounting curricula. The second question in this section asks
“Why should accounting students receive (or not receive) ethics training in university accounting
curricula?” and offers several common arguments as possible responses. It is expected that these
statements will show that students enrolled in university accounting programs and CPAs both
feel that ethics education is a necessary and effective part of university accounting curricula, but
that students believe it to be more important than CPAs do.
The next section in the study asks respondents their perceptions as to what group they
believe is best qualified to teach a course in ethics. The question asks “Who should teach ethics
in a university accounting curriculum?” and is expected to support the statement that accounting
students and CPAs agree that accounting faculty should teach ethics in university accounting
programs.
The opinions of the respondent groups regarding where they feel ethics should be
included in an accounting program are addressed in the following section. The question asks
“Where should ethics be taught in a university accounting curriculum?” and lists several
commonly employed arrangements as responses. This question is expected to show that
accounting students and CPAs agree that ethics education should be taught as a stand-alone
course alongside integration of the topic in other courses in the accounting curriculum.
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The next section asks participants their perceptions on what concepts should be covered
in a course on ethics. The question states “What should be the focus of an ethics course in a
university accounting curriculum?”. It is expected that this question will reveal that accounting
students and CPAs agree that ethical issues facing the profession and the ethical decision-making
process should be the focus of an ethics course in a university accounting curriculum.
The perceptions of participants regarding which models for classroom instruction should
be used in a course on ethics are covered in the next section. The question in this section asks
“Which methods of instruction should be used in an ethics course in a university accounting
curriculum?” and is expected to support the statement that accounting students and CPAs agree
that case analysis exercises, classroom lectures, and student-prepared presentations should be
used as methods of instruction in a course on ethics.
The following section asks respondents their opinions on the adequacy of current ethics
coverage in university accounting curricula. The question asks “Is current coverage of ethics in
university accounting curricula adequate?”. The expectation is that the results of this question
will reveal that accounting students and CPAs both feel that current coverage of ethics in
university accounting curricula is inadequate, but students believe that it is more lacking that
CPAs do.
The final section addresses participant perceptions on how ethics instruction can be
incorporated within professional qualifications for accounting practitioners. The question is
posed as “Apart from in university curricula, how should ethics education be integrated with
professional qualifications in the accounting profession?” and is expected to support the
statement that accounting students feel that ethics education can be integrated during the
internship stage, within firm-offered professional development courses, and with CPE courses on
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ethics, whereas CPAs feel that it should only be included in professional development and CPE
courses.

19

Chapter 4
Results
The data collected through the identical surveys distributed to accounting students and
Certified Public Accountants are compared to the “neutral” response value and to each other in
order to provide a means of testing the stated hypotheses and create the basis for conclusions on
the perceptions of both groups regarding various aspects of ethics education in university
accounting curricula. The majority of the survey questions use a standard 5-point Likert Scale
with participants rating various statements using potential responses ranging from “Strongly
Disagree” to “Strongly Agree”. In order to more easily and quantifiably analyze the collected
data, each potential response was given a numerical value, as shown below:

Table 1. Survey Response Codes
Strongly Disagree

1

Disagree

2

Neither Agree nor Disagree

3

Agree

4

Strongly Agree

5
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The data collected via the surveys sent to students and CPAs is analyzed through two
methods: comparison of the mean response values for each group to the “neutral” response value
of 3 and comparison of the mean response values for each group to the mean response value of
the other group.
The mean response value represents the average response amongst the participants of
each group that replied to a specific question. A higher mean response value indicated stronger
agreement with a statement, whereas a lower mean response value indicated less support, or
more opposition, for a statement.
Comparison of the mean response values for each group to the “neutral” response value
of 3 was done in order to determine whether the groups were offering statistically significant
levels of agreement or disagreement to a particular statement. This was achieved using a 2-tailed
t-test, in which the responses by each group to a particular question were compared to the
“neutral” response value of 3. The calculated p-value for a particular response was compared to
the threshold of 0.1, representing a 90% confidence value. The hypothesized difference between
the mean response value for each question and the “neutral” response of 3 was assumed to be 0.
If the calculated p-value for a response was found to be less than the threshold of 0.1, the
hypothesis was rejected and the group was said to have expressed either significant agreement or
disagreement, depending on the whether the mean response value was greater than or less than 3.
In order to determine whether any differences in the mean response values between both
groups were significantly significant, unpaired 2-tailed t-tests assuming unequal variances were
also conducted for each question, comparing the two groups’ responses to one another. The
hypothesized mean difference between the response values of both groups in these tests was
assumed to be 0, meaning that the mean response values were assumed to be equal between the
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groups for each question. α was also assumed to be 0.1 for these tests, indicating a 90%
confidence value. The calculated p-value for a particular response was compared to the threshold
of 0.1. If the calculated p-value for a response was found to be less than the threshold of 0.1, the
hypothesis was rejected and the groups were said to have a significant difference in opinion.

Limitations of Study
It should be noted that the study conducted is exploratory in nature and therefore may
give rise to outcomes that are the result of mathematical chance rather than actual differences in
opinion between the two groups whose perceptions are being evaluated. The results of the
surveys performed may not be definitive explanations of the positions held by accounting
students or CPAs, but are rather suggestions of the positions held by these parties. Caution
should therefore be used in interpreting the results presented in this study.
As several other publications have noted, obtaining a sufficient sample size has
historically been a recurring issue in survey-based research, particularly when Certified Public
Accountants are the group being evaluated (Bealman 2013, 124-125). The irregular schedules
that are characteristic of the profession and the restrictive deadlines and frequent overtime of the
tax and auditing “busy” seasons tend to reduce voluntary participation in such studies. It should
also be noted that the entire student respondent group is believed to be comprised of Penn State
students, whose opinions may not completely reflect the opinions of accounting students at other
universities.
The inherent risk of human error is also present in this study. The possibility exists that
the instructions provided to participants of the surveys may have been misunderstood, leading to
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responses that do not accurately reflect the opinions of the participating parties. Dishonesty and
unwillingness to share actual perceptions on ethics are additional risk factors, however unlikely
they may be.
The risk of technical error is believed to be minimal. The survey tool Qualtrics utlilized
for the surveys is respected and heavily utilized for similar research. It is, therefore, unlikely that
the collection of the surveys was compromised due to technical error.

Ethics and Arguments for or Against Ethics Education
This section was created to assess the general attitudes of participants towards ethics, as
well as participants’ support of various common arguments for or against the inclusion of ethics
in university accounting curricula.
The first question in this section asks participants to offer agreement or disagreement to a
variety of general statements regarding the importance of ethics. As Figure 4 illustrates, both the
student and CPA participant groups, on average, expressed agreement with each of the
statements included in this question. The results of Table 2 also indicate that the agreement
expressed by the groups to each of these statements are significant. In the tables presenting the
results of the significance tests, items found to be statistically significant are highlighted in red.
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Figure 4. Mean Response Values, Importance of Ethics

Table 2. Significance Test, Importance of Ethics
Student Responses
Statement

p Value

t Stat

Having an ethics course in college would help students better
solve moral and ethical issues.

0.0000

-6.0582

Having an ethics course in college would help students better
solve moral and ethical issues facing the accounting profession.

0.0000

-8.1157

Ethics is an important part of your decisions in the
classroom/workplace.

0.0000

-11.1900

There are major ethical and moral issues affecting the field of
accounting.

0.0000

-16.1559
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Information related to ethics should be taught in university
accounting curricula.
CPA Responses
Statement

0.0000
p Value

-12.9560
t Stat

Having an ethics course in college would help students better
solve moral and ethical issues.

0.0315

-1.9387

Having an ethics course in college would help students better
solve moral and ethical issues facing the accounting profession.

0.0001

-4.2142

Ethics is an important part of your decisions in the
classroom/workplace.

0.0000

-9.1517

There are major ethical and moral issues affecting the field of
accounting.

0.0000

-6.7333

Information related to ethics should be taught in university
accounting curricula.

0.0000

-5.9751

Students, on average, expressed stronger agreement than CPAs to the statements that
having an ethics course would help students better solve moral and ethical issues, both in general
and specifically those facing the accounting profession, that “there are major ethical and moral
issues affecting the field of accounting”, and “information related to ethics should be taught in
university accounting curricula”. These differences, however, were shown to be not statistically
significant, as shown in Table 3. CPAs, however, showed significantly higher agreement to the
statement that ethics is an important part of decision making in the workplace, than did students
to the statement that ethics is important for decision making in the classroom.

Table 3. t-Test Results, Importance of Ethics
Statement
Having an ethics course in college would help
students better solve moral and ethical issues.
Having an ethics course in college would help
students better solve moral and ethical issues
facing the accounting profession.

Student

CPA

t Stat

p Value

3.6875 3.3929

1.4341

0.1576

3.8750 3.7500

0.6305

0.5312

25
Ethics is an important part of your decisions in
the classroom/workplace.
There are major ethical and moral issues
affecting the field of accounting.
Information related to ethics should be taught
in university accounting curricula.

4.1375 4.5000

-1.9327

0.0589

4.3750 4.2143

0.8341

0.4092

4.1375 4.0000

0.7551

0.4544

The results of this question seem to suggest that both groups feel that ethics education in
accounting curricula is both necessary and effective. The mean response values of both groups
for every statement indicate significant agreement. There is also the suggestion that students feel
more strongly regarding the importance of ethics education. The students’ responses show higher
agreement, with the exception of the statement that “ethics is an important part of your decisions
in the classroom/workplace”. It should be noted, however, that the instances of stronger student
support are not statistically significant.
The second question in this section asked respondents to offer agreement or disagreement
to several of common arguments given for or against the inclusion of ethics education within
university accounting programs. As Figure 5 shows, both students and CPAs agreed to the
statements that “the accounting profession may lose the right to regulate itself if ethical lapses
continue” and that “students should be able to recognize issues in accounting that have ethical
implications”. Table 4 shows the agreement expressed for these statements by both groups to be
significant. Students also expressed significant agreement to the statement that “current
accounting education is focused on the ‘right’ answer and does not prepare students to make
ethically sensitive decisions”. CPAs disagreed to this statement, but the result was not
statistically significant. Both students and CPAs disagreed that “failure to teach ethics in the
accounting curriculum is a contributing factor to the occurrence of scandals in business”,
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although only the disagreement expressed by CPAs was statistically significant. The groups both
also disagreed to the claim that “ethics cannot be taught in the classroom”, although it was not
significant in either case. The statement that “the current demands on the accounting curriculum
leave little to no time to teach ethics” received disagreement from both parties, although it was
only significant from CPAs. Both students and CPAs expressed insignificant agreement to the
statement that “ethics training in the classroom cannot adequately prepare students for ‘realworld’ dilemmas”. The groups also expressed similar opinions in their mutual disapproval of the
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statement that “demands for teaching ethics in the curriculum are merely a public relations
response to accounting scandals”, although it was not significant in either case.

Figure 5. Mean Response Values, Arguments For and Against Ethics Education
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Table 4. Significance Test, Arguments For and Against Ethics Education
Student Responses
Statement

p Value

t Stat

The accounting profession may lose the right to regulate itself if
ethical lapses continue.

0.0000

-8.0825

Students should be able to recognize issues in accounting that
have ethical implications.

0.0000

-20.7787

Current accounting education is focused on the "right" answer
and does not prepare students to make ethically sensitive
decisions.

0.0049

-2.6504

Failure to teach ethics in the accounting curriculum is a
contributing factor to the occurrence of scandals in business.

0.6033

0.2629

Ethics cannot be taught in the classroom.

0.6033

0.2629

The current demands on the accounting curriculum leave little to
no time to teach ethics.

0.5558

0.1408

Ethics training in the classroom cannot adequately prepare
students for "real-world" dilemmas.

0.4225

-0.1961

0.4402

-0.1509

Demands for teaching ethics in the curriculum are merely a
public relations response to accounting scandals.
CPA Responses
Statement
The accounting profession may lose the right to regulate itself if
ethical lapses continue.

p Value

t Stat

0.0156

-2.2720

0.0000

-14.3986

0.5149

0.0377

Failure to teach ethics in the accounting curriculum is a
contributing factor to the occurrence of scandals in business.

0.0014

-3.2943

Ethics cannot be taught in the classroom.

0.2971

-0.5390

The current demands on the accounting curriculum leave little to
no time to teach ethics.

0.0003

-3.8552

Ethics training in the classroom cannot adequately prepare
students for "real-world" dilemmas.

0.8566

1.0866

Demands for teaching ethics in the curriculum are merely a
public relations response to accounting scandals.

0.1873

-0.9029

Students should be able to recognize issues in accounting that
have ethical implications.
Current accounting education is focused on the "right" answer
and does not prepare students to make ethically sensitive
decisions.
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As Table 5 demonstrates, students expressed significantly stronger approval than CPAs
did to the statement that “the accounting profession may lose the right to regulate itself if ethical
lapses continue”. There was significant difference in opinion between the groups regarding the
statement that “current accounting education is focused on the ‘right’ answer and does not
prepare students to make ethically sensitive decisions”, with students expressing significant
agreement and CPAs expressing insignificant disagreement. CPAs also expressed significantly
stronger disagreement that students did to the statements that “failure to teach ethics in the
accounting curriculum is a contributing factor to the occurrence of scandals in business” and that
“the current demands on the accounting curriculum leave little to no time to teach ethics”.

Table 5. t-Test Results, Arguments For and Against Ethics Education
Statement

Student CPA

t Stat

p Value

The accounting profession may lose the right to
regulate itself if ethical lapses continue.

3.7750 3.4286

1.8147

0.0761

Students should be able to recognize issues in
accounting that have ethical implications.

4.3797 4.3929

-0.1143

0.9094

3.3291 2.8571

1.9308

0.0601

2.9367 2.2143

2.8718

0.0063

2.9367 2.7857

0.6418

0.5240

2.9241 2.3571

2.8047

0.0066

3.1013 3.0357

0.2819

0.7792

2.9114 2.7143

0.8210

0.4161

Current accounting education is focused on the
"right" answer and does not prepare students to
make ethically sensitive decisions.
Failure to teach ethics in the accounting
curriculum is a contributing factor to the
occurrence of scandals in business.
Ethics cannot be taught in the classroom.
The current demands on the accounting
curriculum leave little to no time to teach ethics.
Ethics training in the classroom cannot
adequately prepare students for "real-world"
dilemmas.
Demands for teaching ethics in the curriculum
are merely a public relations response to
accounting scandals.
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Several responses to this question seem to indicate that both groups feel that ethics is
important and that students should be able to recognize ethical dilemmas, with students also
feeling significantly stronger that “the accounting profession may lose the right to regulate itself
if ethical lapses continue”. Some of the results, however, seem to contradict this support for
ethics education. Students actually expressed significant agreement to the statement that “current
accounting education is focused on the ‘right’ answer and does not prepare students to make
ethically sensitive decisions” and CPAs expressed significant disagreement to the claim that
“failure to teach ethics in the accounting curriculum is a contributing factor to the occurrence of
scandals in business”. While these responses appear to oppose the support for ethics education
expressed in the majority of the group responses, the reasoning behind these contradicting
responses is unclear.

Who Should Teach Ethics
This section relates to the perceptions of participants regarding which groups they felt
should teach ethics in university accounting curricula.
Both students and CPAs expressed statistically significant approval to the idea of
“accounting faculty”, “teams of accounting faculty and philosophy and/or management faculty”,
or “management faculty specializing in ethics or corporate social responsibility” as potential
sources of ethics instruction, as shown in Figure 6 and Table 6. Both groups offered significant
disagreement to the notion of “philosophy faculty” as a source of ethics education in an
accounting program. Both groups also agreed to the idea that “only faculty with sufficient
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training in ethical reasoning” should teach ethics, although only the agreement of CPAs was
significant. “Accounting faculty” were, on average, the top choice of students, whereas CPAs
supported “management faculty specializing in ethics or corporate social responsibility” most of
all.

Figure 6. Mean Response Values, Instructor
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Table 6. Significance Test, Instructor
Student Responses
Statement

p Value

Accounting faculty
Teams of accounting faculty and philosophy and/or management
faculty
Management faculty specializing in ethics or corporate social
responsibility
Philosophy faculty
Only faculty with sufficient training in ethical reasoning
CPA Responses
Statement
Accounting faculty

t Stat

0.0000

-10.3721

0.0000

-6.6183

0.0011
0.0020
0.9114

-3.1694
-2.9847
1.3629

p Value t Stat
0.0000
-4.7877

Teams of accounting faculty and philosophy and/or management
faculty

0.0007

-3.5940

Management faculty specializing in ethics or corporate social
responsibility
Philosophy faculty
Only faculty with sufficient training in ethical reasoning

0.0006
0.0027
0.0709

-3.6423
-3.0281
-1.5148

None of the differences in the average positions expressed by each group were
statistically significant, as shown in Table 7.

Table 7. t-Test Results, Instructor
Statement

Student

CPA

t Stat

p Value

Accounting faculty

3.9155

3.7037

1.2899

0.2034

Teams of accounting faculty and philosophy
and/or management faculty

3.7324

3.5926

0.7453

0.4594

Management faculty specializing in ethics or
corporate social responsibility

3.4507

3.7407

-1.2540

0.2154

2.5634

2.4074

0.6942

0.4904

3.0141

3.3333

-1.4690

0.1476

Philosophy faculty
Only faculty with sufficient training in ethical
reasoning
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These results seem to indicate that students and CPAs are in agreement that there are
several potential sources of ethical instruction in university accounting programs. Both groups
significantly supported the idea of “accounting faculty”, “teams of accounting faculty and
philosophy and/or management faculty”, and “management faculty specializing in ethics or
corporate social responsibility”, and both were significantly opposed to the notion of "philosophy
faculty” teaching ethics.

Where Should Ethics Be Taught
This section assesses the perceptions of participants regarding where they felt ethics
should be taught in university accounting curricula.
As Figure 7 illustrates, both students and CPAs expressed agreement to the statements
that “accounting ethics should be a separate course in the accounting curriculum” and that
“ethics should be required in the business curriculum, but not necessarily in accounting”,
although the results presented in Table 8 show these responses not to be statistically significant.
Students and CPAs both expressed significantly significant agreement to the statements that
“ethics should be included in a required business law/corporate social responsibility course”,
“ethics should be applied or related to course material in every accounting course”, “ethics
should be applied or related to course material in some standard accounting courses”, and “ethics
should be taught through a combination of integration across the accounting curriculum and a
separate course in ethics”. The disagreement expressed by both groups to the statements that “a
philosophy course that teaches normative ethical theory should be required” and that “ethics
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should be covered exclusively at extracurricular events, such as conferences or clubs” were
found to be significant. The statement that “ethics should be applied or related to course material
in some standard accounting courses” received the highest agreement from both groups.

Figure 7. Mean Response Values, Incorporation into Curriculum
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Table 8. Significance Test, Incorporation into Curriculum
Student Responses
Statement

p Value

t Stat

Accounting ethics should be a separate course in the accounting
curriculum.

0.1182

-1.1942

Ethics should be required in the business curriculum, but not
necessarily in accounting.

0.4670

-0.0832

Ethics should be included in a required business law/corporate
social responsibility course.

0.0000

-5.4912

A philosophy course that teaches normative ethical theory should
be required.

0.0003

-3.6344

Ethics should be applied or related to course material in every
accounting course.

0.0000

-5.9202

Ethics should be applied or related to course material in some
standard accounting courses.

0.0000

-9.0097

Ethics should be taught through a combination of integration
across the accounting curriculum and a separate course in ethics.

0.0000

-6.2440

0.0000

-6.6147

Ethics should be covered exclusively at extracurricular events,
such as conferences or clubs.
CPA Responses
Statement

p Value

t Stat

Accounting ethics should be a separate course in the accounting
curriculum.

0.3629

-0.3544

Ethics should be required in the business curriculum, but not
necessarily in accounting.

0.2465

-0.6952

Ethics should be included in a required business law/corporate
social responsibility course.

0.0001

-4.4717

A philosophy course that teaches normative ethical theory should
be required.

0.0019

-3.1875

Ethics should be applied or related to course material in every
accounting course.

0.0013

-3.3320

Ethics should be applied or related to course material in some
standard accounting courses.

0.0000

-4.8605

Ethics should be taught through a combination of integration
across the accounting curriculum and a separate course in ethics.

0.0067

-2.6511

Ethics should be covered exclusively at extracurricular events,
such as conferences or clubs.

0.0000

-5.1643
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None of the differences in mean response value for the statements on where ethics should
be taught in university accounting curricula were statistically significant, as shown in Table 9.

Table 9. t-Test Results, Incorporation into Curriculum
Statement

Student

CPA

t Stat

p Value

Accounting ethics should be a separate course in
the accounting curriculum.

3.1972 3.1852

0.0509

0.9596

Ethics should be required in the business
curriculum, but not necessarily in accounting.

3.0986 3.2222

-0.5355

0.5945

Ethics should be included in a required business
law/corporate social responsibility course.

3.7042 3.7407

-0.1827

0.8556

A philosophy course that teaches normative
ethical theory should be required.

2.5070 2.3333

0.7511

0.4560

Ethics should be applied or related to course
material in every accounting course.

3.7746 3.6667

0.4812

0.6324

Ethics should be applied or related to course
material in some standard accounting courses.

3.9155 3.8519

0.3282

0.7443

3.7183 3.6667

0.2044

0.8391

2.1127 1.8519

1.0487

0.2997

Ethics should be taught through a combination of
integration across the accounting curriculum and
a separate course in ethics.
Ethics should be covered exclusively at
extracurricular events, such as conferences or
clubs.

Students and CPAs both expressed statistically significant agreement to all of the
available options related to integration of ethics material within other courses in the accounting
curriculum, or curriculum-wide integration alongside a separate ethics course. Although both
parties also, on average, expressed agreement to the statements that “accounting ethics should be
a separate course in the accounting curriculum” and that “ethics should be required in the
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business curriculum, but not necessarily in accounting”, it should be noted that these results were
found to not be significant. There were no significant differences in opinion between the two
parties.

Focus of Ethics Education
This section asked survey respondents their opinions on what the focus of an ethics
course in a university accounting curriculum should be
As illustrated in Figure 8, both students and CPAs expressed relatively strong agreement
to the statements that the focus of an ethics course should be “ethical issues faced by the
profession”, “professional moral obligations”, “professional guidance (code of conduct,
standards)”, “ethical decision-making process/models”, and “the pursuit of professional
excellence”. Table 10 shows these results to be statistically significant for both groups. Both
parties also disagreed that “classical ethical theories” should be a focus of a course in ethics,
although this result was only statistically significant for the student group. Interestingly,
“professional moral obligations” received the strongest agreement from students, whereas
“ethical issues faced by the profession” received the strongest agreement from CPAs.
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Figure 8. Mean Response Values, Focus of Ethics Course

Table 10. Significance Test, Focus of Ethics Course
Student Responses
Statement
Ethical issues faced by the profession
Professional moral obligations
Professional guidance (code of conduct, standards)
Ethical decision-making process/models
The pursuit of professional excellence
Classical ethical theories (e.g., Egotism, utilitarianism,
deontology or writings of Plato, Aquinas, Hume, Kant)
CPA Responses
Statement
Ethical issues faced by the profession
Professional moral obligations
Professional guidance (code of conduct, standards)
Ethical decision-making process/models

p Value
t Stat
0.0000
-19.2111
0.0000
-17.5480
0.0000
-11.4775
0.0000
-5.5508
0.0000
-7.9048
0.0479

-1.6913

p Value
t Stat
0.0000
-11.7445
0.0000
-7.7386
0.0000
-6.6130
0.0000
-7.0629
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The pursuit of professional excellence

0.0006

-3.6811

Classical ethical theories (e.g., Egotism, utilitarianism,
deontology or writings of Plato, Aquinas, Hume, Kant)

0.1747

-0.9535

None of the differences in mean response values between the two parties were found to
be statistically significant, as shown in Table 11.

Table 11. t-Test Results, Focus of Ethics Course
Statement

Student

CPA

t Stat

p Value

Ethical issues faced by the profession

4.3387

4.2692

0.5549

0.5815

Professional moral obligations
Professional guidance (code of conduct,
standards)

4.3710

4.1538

1.3330

0.1901

4.0968

4.0769

0.1089

0.9138

Ethical decision-making process/models

3.7541

4.0385

-1.4736

0.1453

The pursuit of professional excellence
Classical ethical theories (e.g., Egotism,
utilitarianism, deontology or writings of Plato,
Aquinas, Hume, Kant)

3.8065

3.7692

0.1702

0.8657

2.6935

2.6923

0.0046

0.9963

The results of this question seem to indicate that students and CPAs are in agreement
over what the focus of a course in ethics should be. Both groups support a variety of options and
had no significant differences in opinion.

Methods of Instruction in Ethics Education
The following section asked participants to provide their perceptions on which methods
of instruction they felt should be used in an ethics course in a collegiate accounting program.
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Both students and CPAs expressed agreement to the statements that “case analysis”,
“vignettes (written/video)”, “articles and other readings from various publications”, “faculty as
model for ethical behavior”, “ethical debates”, “role playing”, “guest speakers”, and “video
presentations” were acceptable methods of instruction for an ethics course, as illustrated in
Figure 9. Table 12 shows these results to be statistically significant for both groups. Students and
CPAs also agreed that “classroom lectures” could be a method used, although this result was
only significant for students. Students expressed insignificant agreement to the idea of “’Ethics
days’ to expose students to moral exemplars”, although CPAs expressed insignificant
disagreement to this option. Both parties expressed statistically significant disagreement to the
notion of the use of “ethics textbooks” or “educational novels”. Students disagreed
insignificantly to the idea of the use of “student-prepared presentations”, whereas CPAs
expressed statistically significant agreement to this concept. Both parties agreed that “learning
Code of Ethics” could be a possible method of instruction, but the result was only significant for
students. The most highly supported option for CPAs was “case analysis”, whereas students
supported “case analysis” and “guest speakers” equally as their top choice.
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Figure 9. Mean Response Values, Methods of Instruction

Table 12. Significance Test, Methods of Instruction
Student Responses
Statement
Case analysis
Vignettes (written/video)
Articles and other readings from various publications
Faculty as model for ethical behavior
Ethical debates
Role playing
Classroom lectures
"Ethics days" to expose students to moral exemplars
Ethics textbooks
Guest speakers
Video presentations
Educational novels
Student-prepared presentations

p Value t Stat
5.26E-19 -12.7341
0.0031
-2.8384
0.0000
-4.3465
0.0000
-9.0943
0.0000
-8.1638
0.0379
-1.8073
0.0171
-2.1663
0.3090
-0.5014
0.0000
-4.7175
0.0000 -16.2185
0.0000
-4.2732
0.0000
-4.6316
0.8106
0.8868
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Learning Code of Ethics

0.0848

-1.3900

CPA Responses
Statement
Case analysis
Vignettes (written/video)
Articles and other readings from various publications
Faculty as model for ethical behavior
Ethical debates
Role playing
Classroom lectures
"Ethics days" to expose students to moral exemplars
Ethics textbooks
Guest speakers
Video presentations
Educational novels
Student-prepared presentations
Learning Code of Ethics

p Value t Stat
0.0000
-8.5179
0.0038
-2.9080
0.0004
-3.8524
0.0085
-2.5579
0.0003
-3.9924
0.0063
-2.6867
0.8696
1.1506
0.3795
-0.3100
0.0237
-2.0861
0.0000
-5.6791
0.0163
-2.2622
0.0132
-2.3606
0.0163
-2.2622
0.1184
-1.2119

Students expressed significantly higher agreement than CPAs for the use of “faculty as
model for ethical behavior” and “guest speakers” as potential methods of instruction in an ethics
course, as Table 13 shows. The difference in opinion between the parties regarding “studentprepared presentations” was also found to be statistically significant.

Table 13. t-Test Results, Methods of Instruction
Statement
Case analysis
Vignettes (written/video)
Articles and other readings from various
publications
Faculty as model for ethical behavior
Ethical debates
Role playing
Classroom lectures
"Ethics days" to expose students to moral
exemplars

Student CPA
t Stat
p Value
4.2951 4.2308
0.3749
0.7093
3.3607 3.5385 -0.8668
0.3902
3.5574
4.0333
4.0656
3.2951
3.3279

3.8462
3.6154
3.7308
3.5769
3.0385

-1.2077
1.7236
1.5656
-1.1829
1.0811

0.2336
0.0927
0.1233
0.2422
0.2858

3.1475

2.8077

1.3140

0.1951
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Ethics textbooks
Guest speakers
Video presentations
Educational novels
Student-prepared presentations
Learning Code of Ethics

2.3607
4.2951
3.5082
2.4098
2.9672
3.2295

2.4615
3.9615
3.5000
2.4615
3.5000
3.3077

-0.3900
1.8561
0.0364
-0.2191
-2.2464
-0.3384

0.6984
0.0714
0.9711
0.8276
0.0290
0.7365

Students and CPAs were, for the most part, in agreement regarding the options provided
as potential methods of instruction for ethics education in university accounting curricula. They
supported a variety of methods, but also opposed several, such as “ethics textbooks” and
“educational novels”. Although the groups had some significant differences in opinion, they
were mostly caused by differences in the degree of agreement or disagreement, rather than actual
divergence in the positions of the parties.

Adequacy of Current Ethics Education
This question was posed to participants with the intent of gauging their impressions on
the adequacy of current ethics education received by students in university accounting curricula.
As Figure 10 depicts, students disagreed, on average, to the statement that “current
coverage of ethics is appropriate”, whereas CPAs agreed, on average, with the statement. Table
14 shows these results not to be statistically significant. Both students and CPAs expressed
statistically significant disagreement to the statement that “ethics is currently covered too much”.
Students agreed to the statement that “current coverage of ethics is inadequate”, while CPAs
disagreed to the same claim. These results, however, are also not statistically significant.
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Figure 10. Mean Response Values, Adequacy of Current Ethics Education

Table 14. Significance Test, Adequacy of Current Ethics Education
Student Responses
Statement
Current coverage of ethics is appropriate.
Ethics is currently covered too much.
Current coverage of ethics is inadequate.
CPA Responses
Statement
Current coverage of ethics is appropriate.
Ethics is currently covered too much.
Current coverage of ethics is inadequate.

p Value
t Stat
0.6837
0.4804
0.0000
-16.6488
0.3430
-0.4061
p Value
t Stat
0.3558
-0.3738
0.0000
-5.4437
0.6265
0.3263

As Table 15 shows, students expressed significantly stronger disagreement than CPAs
did to the statement that “ethics is currently covered too much”.

Table 15. t-Test Results, Adequacy of Current Ethics Education
Statement
Current coverage of ethics is appropriate.

Student
2.9524

CPA
3.1538

t Stat
-1.0038

p Value
0.3202
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Ethics is currently covered too much.

1.8413

2.3077

-3.3497

0.0017

Current coverage of ethics is inadequate.

3.1270

2.9231

0.9945

0.3239

The results of this question offer evidence that both students and CPAs feel that current
coverage of ethics in university curricula is not excessive, although it is uncertain whether either
group would consider the present level of coverage as appropriate or inadequate. Although both
parties seemed to offer varying viewpoints on this distinction, the results were not found to be
statistically significant.

Continuing Ethics Education
This question assesses the participants’ opinions on where they feel that ethics education
can be integrated with professional qualifications in the accounting profession beyond inclusion
in university curricula.
Students and CPAs both expressed agreement to the statements that ethics education
should be integrated with professional qualifications “during the internship stage”, during “firmoffered professional development courses”, and during “CPE courses on ethics”, as illustrated in
Figure 11. These results were found to be statistically significant for both groups, as shown in
Table 16.
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Figure 11. Mean Response Values, Continuing Ethics Education

Table 16. Significance Test, Continuing Ethics Education
Student Responses
Statement
During the internship stage
Firm-offered professional development courses
CPE courses on ethics
CPA Responses
Statement
During the internship stage
Firm-offered professional development courses
CPE courses on ethics

p Value t Stat
0.0000
-11.2239
0.0000
-9.6261
0.0000
-8.5386
p Value t Stat
0.0003
-3.9130
0.0000
-4.6324
0.0000
-5.0142

As shown in Table 17, students expressed significantly higher agreement than CPAs did
to the statement that ethics education should be included in professional qualifications for
accountants “during the internship stage”.
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Table 17. t-Test Results, Continuing Ethics Education
Statement

Student

CPA

t Stat

p Value

During the internship stage
Firm-offered professional development
courses

4.0317

3.6538

2.0925

0.0423

3.9524

3.8462

0.5361

0.5947

CPE courses on ethics

3.8413

3.9231

-0.4098

0.6841

Both students and CPAs offered statistically significant agreement to each of the options
provided as potential avenues for the incorporation of ethics within professional qualifications
for accountants, although students did feel significantly stronger that incorporation “during the
internship stage” could be a possibility.
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Chapter 5
Conclusions
The aim of this study was to attempt to identify the perceptions that accounting students
and practicing Certified Public Accountants hold regarding ethics education in university
accounting programs. Through a series of questions covering a variety of aspects in the larger
debate on ethics education, the study has collected information on the positions of both groups
on the subject. The results of the study provide evidence for several overarching conclusions
regarding the attitudes of the two parties on ethics education in university accounting programs.
The results of the surveys distributed to accounting students and CPAs indicate that both
groups feel that there is a definite need for ethics instruction in university accounting programs.
Students and CPAs expressed that they feel it is important that students in university accounting
programs develop the ability to identify issues with potential ethical implications, and that
having a course in ethics during the university education process would improve students’
abilities to solve such dilemmas. Students and CPAs had similar responses to questions related to
the importance of ethicality, and both groups expressed significant agreement to the statement
that material on ethics should be included in university accounting curricula. These results
appear to support prior research conducted on the perceptions of these groups concerning the
importance of ethics education. Why both parties feel this way is not entirely clear. While the
groups acknowledged that there are major ethical issues facing the accounting profession, CPAs
actually indicated that they feel that it is not a failure to teach ethics that contributes to the
occurrence of scandals in the business world. Perhaps CPAs are indicating that they believe that
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humans are not inherently skilled in making ethical decisions, but that instruction in ethics can
remedy this, rather than expressing a lack of faith in the efficacy of ethics education. Students
also expressed agreement to the claim that accounting education is currently focused on the
pursuit of the "right" answer and does not prepare students to make ethically sensitive decisions.
Whether the reasoning behind students’ agreement to this statement is based more on the claim
that accounting education fixates on arriving at a “correct” answer or the claim that it does not
provide students with adequate ethical training is unclear. What is clear, however, is that both
groups feel that ethics instruction is important and should be included in university accounting
programs.
The study results also indicate that accounting students and CPAs hold remarkably
similar opinions on the specifics of what form ethics education in a university accounting
curriculum should take. The responses of the two parties to the questions related to the structure
and focus of ethics instruction for accounting students were strikingly lacking in significant
differences in opinion. Both groups seemed to agree that accounting faculty, management
faculty, or some combination of instructors of various disciplines should teach ethics in an
accounting program. Both groups also heavily favored integration of the subject across courses
in the curriculum, but were also supportive of integration along with a standalone course in
ethics. Students and CPAs also supported a variety of potential focuses for such instruction, as
well as a variety of potential methods of instruction that could be employed to teach ethics. Even
the groups’ opinions on the integration of ethics within continuing education were similar, with
both parties expressing agreement with several methods. Where there were significant
differences in opinion between the two groups, they were often caused by the relative magnitude
of the agreement or disagreement to a statement, rather than actual conflicting views. The
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similarity in the perceptions of students and CPAs concerning the preferred structure and focus
of a course in ethics may be the result of the lack of any regular classroom instruction upon
graduation from a university program and entrance into the accounting workforce, which would
potentially provide no cause for a change in preferences on the subject post-graduation and
preserve the attitudes of CPAs that they held as students.
While the study shows that students and CPAs agree that current coverage of ethics is not
excessive, there is uncertainty as to whether the groups feel that the current level of coverage is
appropriate or lacking. The survey results appeared to indicate that CPAs felt that current
coverage is appropriate and students felt that it should be expanded upon, but these results were
found not to be statistically significant. This uncertainty is noteworthy, considering that prior
research has indicated that both groups are in favor of an increase in ethics coverage. The cause
of this uncertainty is not immediately apparent, although the belief in the importance of ethics
and proper ethics instruction for accounting students that both groups seemed to express would
appear to indicate that the parties would not be opposed to additional ethics education. Perhaps
the attitudes of students and CPAs have evolved since the time of the prior research conducted
on this particular issue, much of which was performed before or shorty following the myriad
accounting scandals of the early 2000s. It remains clear, however, that both students and CPAs
would be against any reduction in the level of ethics coverage in collegiate accounting programs.
The results of this study may help to shed some light on the perceptions of these often
understudied groups in the debate over ethics education in university accounting programs. The
results may be of particular interest to researchers, regulators, administrators, and educators as
they attempt to develop a lasting solution to the ongoing quandary of the integration of ethics
within collegiate accounting curricula.
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