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I would like to say two things. First, the introductory
course in accounting is not only the foundation of how
most people in the world view accounting, but also how
accountants are viewed by the population at large-—an im-
age that could benefit from some improvement. Second, AAA
is, and would like to get better at being, a service organiza-
tion for its members. It aims to be of assistance to the teach-
ers of accounting achieve their own highest potential and
aspirations. I would like to expand on both these themes.

Some people think that the street image of accounting
and accountants could use some improvement. Why is this
the case, and what can we do about it? Most people’s life-
time exposure to accounting consists of that one introduc-
tory college course. Why do so many of our students find
debits and credits, balance sheets and cash flow statements
so puzzling, if not difficult, even though to us, the teachers,
they are simple, and clear as daylight. Since I learned my
accounting from my father, helping him do his accounts
starting when I was in sixth grade, I would never know the
answer. But let me speculate.

Most courses in college start out by asking the big ques-
tions of the field, and helping the students learn the general
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answers to those questions. Economics 101 starts by asking
who produces what and who consumes what in society and
how is it determined. Physics 101 starts by asking questions
about why apples fall to the earth, how we hear, see, light up
this room, or store information on a magnetic strip on back
of a credit card. The same of is true of biology, political
science and psychology. Put a question about our world or
society to the students—questions whose importance is
immediately obvious to them—and then help them discover
and understand the answers. Once they understand the
question, and its significance, they never forget the answer.

In accounting, at least in most courses 1 know, we do
something radically different. We do not start by asking a
question whose significance is immediately obvious to our
students. Instead we start by asking them to read and memo-
rize an answer to a question that is rarely revealed to them.
Let me elaborate.

I believe debits and credits and financial statements are
ingenious answers developed over the past four thousand
(or more) years to important and difficult questions of hu-
man society. Indeed, society may not exist, and certainly
would not be civilized and prosperous, without those an-
swers. The question is: How do we get human beings, with
their inherent tendency to be generous as well as selfish, to
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cooperate in generating both public as well as private wealth
and prosperity. Debits and credits, balance sheets and in-
come statements, budgets and costing, are a solution we
have developed over the centuries to address this problem.
The prosperity of human society today owes a great deal to
the ability of human beings to find these answers. But most
of'the time, we rarely start out accounting courses by asking
the students this basic question. The way to get them inter-
ested, and to make what we teach interesting, might be to
make them see the question, and whet their appetite for the
answer. We can help them learn how to find their own an-
swers to the problem in specific situations they face, and
teach examples of answers others have found. Thus debits
and credits, rules of accrual and costing, become the an-
swers, leaving room for the creativity of students to find
answers of their own for situations in their experience.

In my own classes, | might start by asking them about
their last summer job. So, you worked in a pizza parlor. Who
was there, and why? The owner, the cook, the clerk and the
customer. Why was each of them there? Each wanted some-
thing—profit, job, or pizza. What did they have to give to
get what they wanted? How was the system designed so
everyone will do what he or she was supposed to, so every-
one could get what he or she wanted and expected to get.
The answer, coming even from students who have never
heard of it, ends up being an accounting system. So we can
take up situations of various kinds, and begin to develop
various kinds of systems that will help answer the basic
question in a variety of situations for a variety of organiza-
tions. Students find it fascinating, and never forget the an-
swers they derive for questions they find of interest to them.
This is the approach I tried to develop in my book, Theory of
Accounting and Control published in 1997. It is not a text
book, but many friends tell me that they find this way of
thinking about accounting a useful approach to the intro-
ductory as well as advanced classes.

Since the inception of the Securities and Exchange Com-
mission, over the past 75 years, and especially since the
creation of the FASB in 1972, there has been a tendency to
have thinking in accounting replaced by memorization of
standards and rules issued by authority. Our textbooks are
filled with chapters which repeat the recommendations of
authoritative bodies, and do not encourage students to do
their own thinking. Gradually, the exams, and accounting
education have come to be dominated by memorization, and
are broadly seen as boring and uninteresting. This is a
broader policy issue that we do not have the time to go into
at present, but have done so elsewhere.

So my first theme is that we can make accounting in-
struction interesting, and our students interested, if we con-
sider starting with questions whose importance our students
recognize immediately, and then design our courses as ways
for exploring and developing possible answers to the basic

questions of interest. This is as true in accounting as in
other disciplines.

Teaching is a noble profession. What we do in the class
shapes people’s minds, and their lives. I have seen in the
Two-Year Section’s Communicator many excellent examples
of what a great job many teachers do in their classes, bring-
ing their own creativity to make the material and ideas inter-
esting to the students and to themselves. I enjoyed reading
the Communicator, and hope to use some of the sugges-
tions made in the articles for my own classes (e.g., using the
syllabus contract to ensure that the students take the re-
sponsibility to carefully read the syllabus).

The second theme I would like to touch on is the Ameri-
can Accounting Association. We can extend the same model
of engineering of organizations to our Association too. We
have about 8,000 members, most of them teachers of ac-
counting. Each mermber has specific ideas, capabilities, plans,
and aspirations. We come together in this Association be-
cause each of us has something to contribute to this collec-
tive, and want something from the collective. In order for
this collective arrangement to work, and succeed, in any
meaningful way, the collective arrangements must be such
that each participant gets more than what each contributes
to the collective. Members who feel that the benefits of be-
longing and participation do not exceed the costs will leave
us. How do we make sure this does not happen? We must
always remember that in an open society like ours, all asso-
ciations are voluntary, and driven by cost-benefit calculus.

I believe we can sustain this organization, perhaps even
grow it further, by focusing on service. Let us think of the
Association, especially its governance and administrative
apparatus as a means to serve its members. What is the
service we can provide?

1 believe the most important service of the Association
is to facilitate or help each of its members achieve his or her
own highest aspirations and potential in instruction, re-
search, service and any other academic functions. These
aspirations and potential are individual specific, and self-
defined. Achievement of most aspirations require individual
or college level effort. We have to identify areas and activi-
ties for which the AAA can be useful as a supportive service
when such support is more convenient or efficient.

1 have already seen in Communicator many excellent
efforts in this direction—sharing ideas and best practices
for better instruction, course design, testing, use of soft-
ware, etc. As I looked at these ideas, I wondered if these
articles could be cataloged and indexed, so they would be
more easily available to anyone looking for ideas to improve
their instruction. Further, a lot of this material is of interest
not only to the members of the Two-Year Section, but also to
many other members of the Association. I wonder if it would
make sense to share such cataloged and indexed resources
with the Teaching and Curriculum Section of the Associa-
tion, and to put it on their website also. This will allow other
members of the Association to benefit from the ideas that
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originate in the Two-Year Section. Third, 1 could not help
wondering about the innovation of instruction that the thou-
sands of our colleagues around the world engage in every
day.  have to think that we are capturing but a small fraction
of these ideas in the Communicator. How could we per-
suade more of our colleagues to share their ideas and expe-
riences so the benefits of their creativity could be multiplied?

I mentioned that we should think of AAA as a service
organization that provides each of its members more than
what they contribute to the collective. In assessing our value
propositions, it is useful to keep in mind that the service our
Association provides has some special features. Through
these past 12 months of work with hundreds of our mem-
bers, | have come to realize that the happiest members of the
Association are those who give most to the Association—
in their time and effort. It puzzled me at first. The more of
their time and ideas and hard work they give to the Associa-
tion, the more positive they are about their relationship with
the Association. How could this be?

I think I beginning to see the answer. The essence of this
association is the ideas, creativity, and the hard work of its
members. Their generosity, goodwill, cooperation, and aspi-
rations, makes us all better off. As is true in other walks of
our lives, when it comes to our relationships with other hu-
man beings—family, students, and colleagues—to give is
to receive. Let us work together to help one another, so each
one of us can achieve his or her own personal aspirations
through sharing and cooperation.

Improving the System
(continued from page 4)

been completed, a student will then be eligible to receive an
academic certificate.

There are two supplemental advantages to this option
over option 1. First, quantitative methods are stressed. To-
day, we constantly hear that students do not have sufficient
analytical skills. This option will help to remedy that situa-
tion. The second additional advantage of this option is the
benefit of certification analogous to certification in the pro-
fessional world (it does not replace professional certifica-
tion but supplements it). Therefore, students will be able to
receive further recognition of their accomplished knowledge
and skills.

It is obvious that an improvement is necessary to our
present way of measuring student performance. We need a
system that is fair, equitable, and credible. Once such a sys-
tem is established, then the benefits will be greater than the
costs of implementation. I believe that the two-option pro-
gram that [ outlined above will accomplish this objective if
only given the chance.
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Imagined Worlds of Accounting

“Some men see things as they are and say why — [ dream things that

never were and say why not.”
George Bernard Shaw

“(the historic role of the scientist is to do the unthinkable, to overturn

cherished beliefs, and to kill gods.”
J. B. S. Haldane

Literature imagines alternative worlds for living just as science explores alterna-
tive conceptualizations of the physical world. In Imagined Worlds Freeman Dyson
merges story-telling with science to offer a compelling vision of how the biological
and information sciences reshape the future of humanity. Accounting, an ancient
discipline that arose with mathematics, writing and civilization, examines the way
things were and are (as a social science), but also how they might be (as an engi-
neering and policy science). The theme of the 2007 AA A meeting is to celebrate and

explore the power of accounting in both these domains.




