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Abstract


This paper establishes the need for change in traditional accounting education and introduces a unique, skills-based, technology-oriented pedagogy used in an undergraduate individual tax class.  The salient educational features of this pedagogy are then analyzed and the added value of this type of approach highlighted.

AN EXAMPLE AND ANALYSIS OF AN INNOVATIVE SKILLS-BASED APPROACH TO TAX EDUCATION:

ISSUE-RESOLUTION-ORIENTED LEARNING IN A MULTIMEDIA SETTING

Introduction


The world of the professional accountant is changing.  New technologies and new career options necessitate the development of knowledge, skills, and abilities not required of past generations.  Accounting education must keep pace with the needs of this new marketplace or risk obsolescence.   Traditional, knowledge-based, lecture- oriented courses no longer meet the needs of today’s accounting students, yet few alternatives have been forthcoming.  The purpose of this paper is to introduce a method of teaching that challenges students and prepares them for accounting careers in this new century.  


A faculty-internship experience spent working as a staff accountant with Crisp, Hughes, and Evans, LLP, one of the top-25 quality firms in the United States, was the catalyst for this project.  The experience of working side-by-side with tax practitioners in the type of entry-level position for which our students were being trained, highlighted the skills that were necessary for their success.  The successful handling of clients' multifaceted tax portfolios ultimately depends upon practitioners' issue-resolution skills.  These skills consist of identifying issues, locating relevant authority that addresses those issues, applying that authority's key solution concepts to the issues at hand, and communicating the issues' resolutions to interested parties.  This realization began a process of evaluation of what our students were and were not learning in their classes, which in turn led to the development of a new pedagogy focused on what the students actually need.  These insights, gained from practical experience, are reflected in the current literature on authentic education (North Central Regional Educational Laboratory 2000).

The Boyer Commission’s 1998 Report on Undergraduate Education calls for radical pedagogical reconstruction to rescue undergraduate education from a crisis state attributable to lecture-oriented, knowledge-based learning environments.  To accomplish that end, the Boyer Commission advocates the creative use of technology to create new learning environments that facilitate the development of students’ communication and issue-resolution skills through inquiry or problem-based learning (Boyer Commission, 2000).  

The Model-Tax-Curriculum Task Force also advocates skills-based learning.  It recommends that the tax curriculum include the development of the following: 1) Oral and written communications; 2) Critical problem solving; 3) Technological applications; 4) Interpersonal skills; 5) Business and professional ethical considerations, and 6) Team building (American Institute of Certified Public Accountants [AICPA], Model, 2000).  The AICPA recently endorsed a competency framework that supports a paradigm shift from content or knowledge-based learning environments to skills-based learning environments as the means of preparing students for lifelong learning (AICPA, Core, 2000).  

In their timely work, supported by the American Accounting Association, AICPA, Institute of Managerial Accountants, and Big-Five professional service firms, Albrecht and Sack assess the health of accounting education in light of the demands of a new century (Albrecht and Sack, 2000).  They chide educators for ignoring earlier warnings about the viability of accounting education and stress that: 

…instead of encouraging change in accounting education in order to stay current (as former studies did) our message is more urgent.  We believe that because practice has changed so dramatically and because accounting education has not kept up, we have lost ground to other business majors, to corporate competitors, and to other types of educational programs.  In too many ways, business and technology have passed us by and we must now change quickly just to survive.  We cannot emphasize strongly enough that it is now survival we are talking about, not merely changing to be better.  There can be no further delays without serious consequences (p. 3).

They later warn that:

… if serious changes are not made, accounting education will lose its relevance to our business schools, to our students, and to the employers who might otherwise be interested in our students (p. 50).

After clearly establishing the compelling need for faculty and administrators to dramatically transform accounting education and the consequences of the failure to do so, Albrecht and Sack make the following pedagogical recommendations:

… it is time that we, in accounting education, move away from our reliance on lecture and move toward teaching approaches that convey critical KSAs (i.e., knowledge, skills, and abilities) --- cases that teach dealing with uncertainty and analytical skills, oral and written communication assignments, and quizzes immediately after mini-lectures or videos to teach communication and listening skills.  Our pedagogy needs to include some elements of group work to teach leadership and working together, role-playing to teach negotiation, technology assignments to teach technology, and larger projects to teach project management.  We all need to look for creative ways to involve business professionals in the educational process, and to exploit the potential of out-of-class activities, such as internships, field studies, and service-learning assignments.  We should expect our students to do research on the Web and use the wide variety of data services available (p. 64).

The authors conclude with this sobering declaration:

If we effectively teach these skills, we will add value that cannot be duplicated through distance learning and other lower-cost delivery methods.  We must find ways to integrate the teaching of skills into our curricula.  Only those programs and faculty that determine how to add value that is distinctive, appreciated by stakeholders, and not easily duplicated by lower-cost competitors will survive (p. 56).

Together, these papers constitute a compelling indictment of higher education in general and accounting education in particular.  They warn that educators risk their own irrelevance if they fail to create new learning environments that facilitate the development of skills and better prepare students for lifelong learning and effective interaction with a rapidly changing business environment.  This paper introduces a pedagogy that was created with these ends in mind and then presents the generalizable design concepts underpinning that pedagogy and the skills developed thereby.

The Pedagogy

The realization of the need to focus on skills-based learning began the evolution of a new pedagogy that has tremendous potential for transforming worn out knowledge-based lecture-oriented classrooms into internship-like, issue-resolution-centered learning environments.  The issue-resolution process consists of identifying an issue, locating relevant authority, applying that authority to the issue of choice, and communicating the resolution of that authority. This issue-centered structure is enhanced in the classroom by an appropriate technological backdrop and peer interaction.  In such a skills-based-learning environment, knowledge is gained within the context of its application, thus laying the foundation for lifelong learning and better preparing students for their careers.

An undergraduate Individual-Income-Tax class is used to illustrate this pedagogy.   The class uses nontraditional “texts” and is in essence a paperless class.
  Sessions are held in a classroom with a computer for each student.  All work both in and out of the classroom is conducted through a special website (WebCT
).  This website contains reference sources and cases which students solve over the course of the semester.  It also provides a means of communication between the instructor and the students outside of the classroom.  Students work in pairs and must present their work to the class and evaluate the analyses of other students.  A detailed overview of this class follows, beginning with introductory socialization activities, the process of issue resolution, reinforcing activities, and ending with participation matters.

Foreshadowing Introductory Activities.  Most students have been conditioned to expect a traditional lecture approach in their courses, especially in tax accounting. They have learned over the years what is required of them in a standard memorize-for–the-exam type course, and they have a general idea of their test-taking skills and ability to succeed in these courses. Students immediately recognize (if they haven’t already heard) that this course is different; the pedagogy is unique.  This means they are no longer sure of the demands that will be placed on them or of their abilities to meet those demands.  The introductory classes, therefore, are extremely important in socializing the students and alleviating their fears of new technologies and unknown pedagogical techniques.  

Briefly, the first socialization activity begins with a student introduction exercise and continues with a personal-data project using WebCT.  A selected reading activity then motivates the need for a skills-based learning environment to prepare for modern business and life-long learning.  A second selected reading activity introduces the specific skills-based learning environment employed in this course.  The initial socialization process concludes with an instructor-lead PowerPoint presentation that guides students through the hands-on discovery of the daily mechanics underpinning the issue-resolution-oriented classroom-learning environment. 

The student-introduction activity has five primary purposes.  The first purpose is to introduce students to WebCT, its access protocol, and calendar interface that details  course activities.  The second purpose is to collect, organize, and present information that paints an accurate picture of the uniqueness of each person.  The third purpose is to emphasis the importance of communication skills.  The fourth purpose is to unite the entire class together in a quest to recall the name of and something interesting about each person in the class.  The fifth purpose is to solicit an e-mail submitted ranking of the three most interesting introductions from each student, thus acquainting students with peer assessment and WebCT's e-mail interface.

Students form pairs for fifteen or twenty minutes of dialog, after which they introduce each other to the class.  After formal introductions, the instructor asks students to stand one at a time and remain standing until someone other than the peer of introduction provides that individual's name and most interesting vignette.  The instructor then offers a significant participation bonus to the first person that can name each student and concludes the activity by having students e-mail their rankings of the peers providing the five most interesting introductions. 

Following the student-introduction activity, students undertake their first assignment, which is to spawn and edit a "Personal-Data" file residing in WebCT's Course-Material domain and attach it to a WebCT-based e-mail message.  The instructor then provides reflective closure that highlights the skills and learning-environment characteristics students will develop and experience throughout the semester.

The first selected reading helps students discover the serious challenges facing accounting education and solicits their recommendations for meeting those challenges.  As a practical matter, near the end of the first class, students are divided into four groups and assigned to carefully read one or two of the first five chapters from the Albrecht and Sack article, Accounting Education: Charting the Course through a Perilous Future.  The first thirty minutes of the second class is spent discussing their assigned chapters, creating a no-more-than-half-a-page summary of their groups' most insightful chapter discussion, printing that summary, and e-mailing the instructor a list individuals in the group and a ranking of the two group members (not including themselves) that contributed most to their group processes.

New gestalt groups are then formed containing one person from each of the chapter groups.  Beginning with Chapter 1, the next thirty minutes are spent sharing the highlights from the chapter-groups summaries and creating a no-more-than-one-page document that summarizes the article's major revelations and, based on those revelations, makes recommendations to rejuvenate accounting education.  Each gestalt group then e-mails its one-page summary-and-recommendations file to the instructor who then posts those summaries in WebCT.  Each class member then provides a ranking of the two summaries that best capture the Albrecht and Sack study and provide the best rejuvenation recommendations.  The instructor then provides reflective closure that highlights students' discovery of skills-based learning as the means of conducting this class and preparing for modern business and lifelong learning.

Each student then e-mails the instructor a message listing the members of his/her gestalt group and a ranking of the two individuals (not including himself/herself) that made the most noteworthy contributions to the gestalt-group process.  Participation points are assigned to each individual as a function of his/her group's summary, with particular emphasis on the quality of the group's recommendations, as adjusted by that individual's contribution to the group process.  

The second selected reading has three primary purposes.  The first purpose is to introduce students to the specific skills-based learning environment they will experience in this course.  The second purpose is to acquaint students with the workings of WebCT's bulleting board interface, the course's information-clearing house.  The third purpose is to familiarize students with the role that the audit function plays in strengthening the veracity of information.  In anticipation of a WebCT bulletin-board discussion exercise, students are asked to read An Example and Analysis of an Innovative Skills-Based Approach to Tax Education:  Issue-Resolution-Oriented Learning in a Multimedia Setting in its entirety.   The bulletin-board discussion exercise is a collective undertaking where each student is expected to post the solution to at least two of the fifty discussions questions related to that article.  In the same fashion, each student is also expected to audit the answers of two unrelated questions posted by peers.  Each discussion question is coded as easy, moderate, and demanding and is worth 10, 20, and 30 ranking points, respectively, to the student who first posts the answer to a discussion question.  Auditors are awarded 50 percent of those payoffs.  Students can add to their ranking points for this exercise by answering and auditing additional questions.  As each question is correctly resolved, the instructor creates and posts a solution key that students can use to prepare for an oral quiz on the third day of class.  The quiz gives each randomly selected student an opportunity to answer a randomly selected paper-related question in the presence of his/her peers.  Correct responses result in ranking points equal to those available for posting answers to the bulletin board.
The skills-development and pedagogy-informing exercises just considered provide the transition needed to launch a highly participatory PowerPoint overview presentation
 that introduces students to the pedagogical objectives and daily issue-resolution dynamics within the context of the first case.  This process emphasizes the skills that each student needs to develop and gradually transitions them into ownership of a new learning paradigm.   Perhaps most importantly, the presentation provides a systematic means of walking students through each technological tool and each step of the issue-resolution process they will experience throughout the semester.  As students work together and gain hands-on experience with each of the course’s electronic tools, all within the context of solving issues, their first-of-the-semester anxieties are greatly moderated.
  

Daily Issue-Resolution Activity.  Student involvement in the issue resolution process forms the heart of this course.  This section details the management of that process and the stages through which students must go to complete it.  The process includes identifying case issues, locating relevant authority, documenting and applying that authority to the issue at hand, communicating the resolution to the class and instructor, auditing the work of others and amending one’s own work.  All of this is accomplished working with a partner and using several current technologies.  

The issue resolution process is centered around four cases, each of which contains several issues that the students must identify and resolve.  Cases move from simple to complex application of information, reflect the early and middle years of taxpayers’ life cycles, and constitute the primary catalyst for recreating an issue-resolution-centered, internship-like learning environment.  Each student accesses the password-protected WebCT course domain and spawns the applicable internship-inspired, Word, case file residing in the Course-Content domain.  For purposes of the first case, students work in pairs and, adopting the mindset of detectives searching for clues, carefully read the case narrative to identify issues in need of resolution.
  

After forming a consensus on which issue to resolve first, each group mate then accesses one of three electronic libraries, Commerce Clearing House's (CCH) Online, CCH Internet, or Research Institute of America's (RIA) Checkpoint.  One partner must use a CCH product and the other the RIA product.  They then reverse the product usage for the next issue, thus assuring plenty of opportunities for students to become familiar with both product lines.  Students initially limit their searches to each library’s U.S. Master Tax Guide or Federal Tax Handbook sub-library.  As they become more proficient, students will likely want to use additional sub-libraries and more advanced searches to solve some issues.  Working in an iterative fashion, each group mate transforms the issue-of-choice into a keyword search string and then carefully evaluates the resulting hits for authority that leads to the resolution of the chosen issue.  During this process, the instructor circulates throughout the classroom, responding to students’ technological and issue-resolution questions.

Each group then creates a document that includes the issue resolution and its tax implications.  This, “group narrative solution,” is formed by copying and pasting relevant electronic-library documentation into a Word file. In order to ensure compliance with the dual product usage required for the first case, each narrative solution must contain both the CCH and RIA documentation. As part of the narrative solution, the group must provide an issue header, an exhaustive four-part path citation
 (to permit replication of their work), change the most salient portions of their documentation to blue, and write a numerical-implication statement.
    Once the appropriate formatting is in place, group mates then post their narrative and numerical
 solution files as password-protected attachment files in WebCT’s Bulletin-Board domain, which provides a day and time stamp.  

The students making up the first group to post an issue’s solution files become the master-of-the-moments for that issue.  However, those students can present their work to the class, it must be audited by a second peer group.  The students making up the second group to post their solution files as a threaded discussion reply to the masters-of-the moment’s postings become the auditors for that group.  Using WebCT-based e-mail dialog, WebCT chat-room capabilities, and/or face-to-face in-class dialog, auditors and presenters exchange passwords, and access each other’s solution files.  The auditors verify the documentation, formatting, numerical implication statements, and tax-formula modifications.  After reaching a consensus, the masters-of-the-moment post the non-password protected consensual narrative and numerical solution files as a threaded discussion reply to the auditors’ posting.  The presenters then create a PowerPoint presentation file if they feel that it will add to their peers’ understanding of their issue.
  If presenters choose to use PowerPoint, their file should reveal their issue’s key-resolution concepts, numerical implications, and tax-formula portrayal.  The PowerPoint file is posted as a threaded discussion reply to the consensual solutions posting so that it is easily assessable from the instructor’s console. 

The instructor evaluates the consensual solution files and either provides additional solution hints to repair significant logic flaws or incorporates that work into master Word narrative and Excel numerical files that reside in WebCT’s Content domain, thus making that work available to the class at large.  Each numerical implication appearing in the master numerical tax-formula is cross-referenced to supporting documentation in the master narrative solution file.  

After receiving auditor-of-last-resort approval from the instructor, which shows up as a threaded discussion reply to the consensual solution posting, the masters-of-the-moment are queued for presenting their issue findings to the class.  During their presentation that are expected to reveal the consensual narrative and numerical findings and answer all questions related to those revelations.  When the presentation is completed, auditors either clarify or concur with the presentation proceedings.  A randomly selected student who did not participate explicitly in the resolution of the extant issue then reviews that issue's key resolution concepts, the related numerical implications, and the tax-formula portrayal of those implications. This presentation- opining-peer-review process continues in an iterative fashion until all of the resolved issues in the queue have been presented and discussed.  Students then use remaining class time to produce more issue resolutions
. 

  Once the master narrative and numerical solutions for a given case are complete, students form new groups to create the tax return solution for that case.  For Case 1, students download the relevant forms from the IRS’s web site to be completed by hand.
  Students are required to use Prosystems, one of the leading tax preparation software packages, to generate electronic tax returns for each subsequent case.  This issue resolution process is followed throughout the course, as students find and resolve increasingly complex issues.

While the basic protocols noted above remain in place in subsequent cases, students are given the option to work as solo auditors and masters-of-the-moment.  They also continue to have the option of abandoning the PowerPoint presentation if they fill that an unaided oral discussion is sufficient to establish a clear understanding of their issue resolutions.

Reinforcing Activity.  Completion of a set of randomly assigned research problems serves to reinforce the skills development associated with the classroom issue-resolution-centered learning.   Each student must independently solve three randomly assigned research problems
 and create research memos documenting their solutions.  All of the tax law sources cited in each memo must appear in the appendix accompanying the applicable memo with the most salient portions of that appendix documentation appearing in blue font.  Students e-mail each completed research memo as a WebCT attachment file to the instructor who then evaluates their work and e-mails the graded, feedback-altered files back to them.

Participation and Evaluation.  Because this course is qualitatively different from a traditional lecture-based course, it requires a different type and level of student involvement.  Skills such as note taking, memorization and test taking are not emphasized, nor highly valued.  As in an internship, it is the actual performance of the task, the resolution of the issue, which is valued.  Since students are required to perform nearly all of their work in either formal or informal groups
, the quality of their participation in the group resolution process is the key to their performance assessment.  This being the case, participation must be well managed, measured, and rewarded.

Groups are organized to encourage interpersonal skills development and to allow students to learn by working closely with many other people.  Students, however, must not be allowed to sponge off the efforts of their group-mates and must be protected from the slacking of others.  With this in mind, groups change constantly over the course of the semester with the stipulation that students who have worked together in a formal group are not to do so again until they have first worked with every other student in the class.  The group-oriented, collaborative nature of the learning process strongly insists that peer evaluations constitute an important component of each student’s grade.   

To facilitate meaningful class dynamics, participation should account for at least 40 percent of the course grade (see Appendix 1 for a sample syllabus of a course that champions the allocation of 70 percent of the course grade to participation).  Of the 40 percent, 20 to 30 percent is allocated to student evaluation of their peers’ participation and the remaining 70 to 80 percent is allocated to instructor evaluation of students’ participation.  The student-introduction, first-selected-reading, and second-selected-reading socialization activities each afford students an opportunity to earn a maximum of fifteen participation points.  The personal-data-file activity and the big-picture activity afford students an opportunity to earn a maximum of eight and seven participation points, respectively.  A gradual phase-in of the full in-class daily-dynamics participation burden is recommended so that students have time to acclimate to the rich dynamics of the new learning environment
. 

The instructor evaluation of participation is grounded in the issue resolution process and is a function of the number and complexity
 of the issues resolved, the roles played (presenter, auditor, or reviewer), the peer-assessed value of those roles, and group-mate rubric averages.
  The masters-of-the-moment presenters receive the greatest ranking-points payoff.  Auditors and reviewers typically receive a ranking-points payoff equal to 50 percent of that received by the presenters. 

At the conclusion of each auditor-presenter ad hoc collaborative effort, presenters and auditors e-mail the instructor usefulness indicators.  In the case of auditors evaluating masters-of-the-moment, each auditor assigns a percentage value ranging from zero to one.  In the case of masters-of-the-moment presenters evaluating auditors, each presenter assigns a percentage value ranging from zero to 2.00.  A usefulness indicator of 2.00 places auditors on equal ranking-points payoff footing with the presenters.  This latter percentage range affords auditors the opportunity to receive a full ranking-points payoff for highly meritorious performance.  A highly meritorious performance occurs when an auditor clarifies significant conceptual and numerical misunderstandings of the master-of-the-moment presenters.  Each auditor and presenter e-mails the instructor a peer-reviewer-usefulness assessment score ranging from zero to one.  Finally, the peer-reviewer e-mails the instructor a presenter-usefulness assessment ranging from 0 to 1.

Each group or class member's issue-resolution contribution is evaluated at the end of each case.  Each student's ranking points are summed and multiplied by the average of his/her usefulness indicators and rubric averages.  The adjusted ranking points are then used to form a class ranking that is then transformed into a percentage score for each student.  The participation points available for each case (see footnote 11 for the participation points assigned to each case) is then multiplied by the percentage score, to arrive at each individual's participation grade for that case.

Because this learning environment places a high premium on out-of-class participation, students are also given approximately 20 to 30 percent of the total class participation points to allocate to the three peers who contributed the most to their overall learning experience.  At one-third intervals throughout the course, each student e-mails a ranking of the three peers, from most helpful to least helpful.  Each student's ranking is combined with those of their peers to create an overall class ranking that is then transformed to a percentage scale for allocating participation points.  The first ranking allocates 20%, the second 32.5%, and the third 47.5% of the student-allocated-participation points.  This weighting scheme provides students a learning curve as they discover the value of collaboration.  This method of encouraging and evaluating performance seems to work well and keeps students focused on the skills-development process.

Analysis of the Pedagogy


The goal in this section is to highlight the design principles embodied in the pedagogy presented above and to illustrate how those principles serve as a catalyst for fostering the development of knowledge, skills, and abilities advocated by the Boyer Commission, the AICPA Model Curriculum Task Force, the AICPA, and Albrecht and Sacks study.  This section covers course characteristics of technology, student-centered learning, communications, critical thinking, expertise formation and collective learning, as well as a miscellaneous commentary on broader principles.

A Technologically-Enhanced Learning Environment.  Entering a computer-for-everyone classroom establishes an important and unique tone for the class and puts students on notice that technology is central to the daily dynamics of the learning environment (Marquardt, 1999).  Indeed, in this course, students daily use a networked computer with its NT operating system, WebCT (with its information-clearing-house content-retrieval, e-mail, bulletin board, and chat room features), leading practitioner-used electronic databases, Word, Excel, and PowerPoint as the backdrop for managing information. Daily technology-enhanced issues resolutions provide invaluable application experience as well as familiarity with hardware and programs.  These skills also allow students to make meaningful use of many other electronic databases and resources both in and outside accounting domains. Students discover that the technological tools they encounter serve as tools to facilitate their resolution of issues and development of skills.  Technology becomes the means to an end, not the end in itself. This prepares students for positions in modern businesses, whose nimbleness and productivity gains are largely attributable to creative uses of technology.  

Students' use of easily searchable electronic databases transforms the "texts" from their traditional and constraining chapter-one-and-then-chapter-two-and-so-on role into powerful reference volumes, any portion of which is useful only to the extent that it actually aids in the resolution of an issue.  When an issue’s resolution motivates students’ access to information, a crystallizing process takes place that more readily enables the assimilation of that information as expertise, because the students are discovering and mastering knowledge in the context of its application.  This concept stands in sharp contrast to students' sterile, unguided, and multiple reading of chapters from traditional texts in anticipation of a regurgitation of largely unprocessed data.  The pioneering use of electronic class "texts" as reference volumes underscores the need for electronic, searchable versions of textbooks for all curriculum domains.  

Although clustered in a novel way to achieve course objectives, the technological tools described in this paper are commercially available and widely used, greatly enhancing the portability of this pedagogy.  Thus, like-minded educators can implement the concepts in this pedagogical design without significant technological barriers.  They are free to do what they should do best, create and execute powerfully meaningful and productive learning environments.  In addition, only the Prosystems tax-return preparation software and CCH Online is site specific (currently, only accessible through computer labs on campus).  All of the other technological tools used in this learning environment are easily available for use on students' personal computing systems (e.g., Word, Excel, and PowerPoint) or are accessible through the Internet (e.g., electronic databases such as CCH's Tax Network, RIA's Checkpoint, and WebCT).  This ease of access opens up phenomenal learning opportunities.  Students utilize electronic texts and discuss their group issue-resolution labors in either a synchronous chat-room or asynchronous e-mail dialog any time and any place that they have Internet access.  

This is only the beginning.  The learning environment described in this paper is merely a stepping-stone on the path to discovering even more powerful learning environments that will unlock much more of humanity's learning potential, thus better preparing students and educators for lifelong learning.  As Internet bandwidth broadens, access speeds will greatly accelerate and software will evolve that enables instantaneous, multiple synchronous visual and voice interactions.  The possibilities will then be constrained only by our lack of vision.  

Because only two groups or individuals can participate in the resolution of a given issue, WebCT's Bulletin Board, with its time and date stamping, is a powerful tool for creating a market-sense of scarcity for issue resolutions and thus a demand for participation.  That demand induces students to maximize their market share by developing a portfolio of preparedness that balances easy, moderate, and difficult issues.  The necessity of having to quickly come on line with the comprehensive practitioner version of Prosystems provides students with a robustness towards technology that toughens them for and heightens their confidence in dealing with technology in a business setting.  

An in-class, hands-on learning environment enhances not only student productivity, but also the teacher-student relationship. As students work at consoles, the educator circulates around the classroom, monitoring progress and giving feedback. As a facilitator, the educator is able to individualize the attention given to each student, achieving a rapport, nearly unachievable in a typical one-approach-for-all lecture format (Marquardt, 1999). 

Finally, the technological backdrop of this learning environment acts as a powerful catalyst for unlocking the synergies of collaborative learning (Johnson, Johnson, and Smith, 1991).  Even as each group pursues its own self-interest, the groups collectively resolve a greater number of issues in a timelier fashion than any one group or individual could ever hope to accomplish in isolation.  This point is constantly brought to students' attention as they observe the rapid evolution of the applicable case's master narrative and numerical solutions.  This collaborative-learning advantage is difficult to achieve without the technological backbone described above.  Indeed, without that backbone, the creation of a powerful, lively, fast moving, free market simulation replicating the issue-resolution-centered learning experience of a tax practice would simply be impossible.

A Student-Centered Learning Environment.  Student-centered learning greatly energizes the education process and more evenly balances the risk for executing a successful learning environment between the educator and students.  The novel pedagogy underpinning this course promotes and celebrates student-centered learning in many ways.  The peer-introduction activity and the PowerPoint presentation immediately establish a student-centered tone for the class. The introduction activity with its naming-of-your-peers outcome draws each individual into this unique and vibrant learning community.  The PowerPoint presentation's group and hands-on orientation places students at the center of the learning environment where they will remain throughout the entire learning process (Marquardt, 1999).  That expectation is consistently reinforced as students engage in the group-oriented daily-issue-resolution process and face the risk of being randomly selected to serve as peer reviewers.  

Subject only to the cannot-work-with-prior-group-mates constraint, students have complete autonomy over the group formation process.  This sense of autonomy also permeates the issue-resolution process.  Subject to issue-resolution supply forces, students can solve any issue of choice when they wish.  Since other peer-groups or individuals are also pursuing their own self-interest in solving issues and posting resolutions, timing is an important supply moderator.  That constraint strongly motivates groups or individuals to form viable resolution strategies, a process over which they once again have complete autonomy.  The autonomy to determine and pursue learning outcomes entices students to accept responsibility for success in the learning environment and achieve a higher level of preparedness than would have ever been possible in a traditional, passive, knowledge-based, lecture-driven classroom. 

Students must vigilantly monitor WebCT's Bulletin Board postings if they wish to make meaningful postings and initiate the issue-resolution audit process once a matching issue-resolution posting is discovered.  The necessities of tracking WebCT's information clearing-house, initiating the audit process and then seeing that process through to its consensual solutions also reinforces students' central role.  That same end is achieved when masters-of-the-moment take over the instructor's console to present their resolution findings.  Students’ sense of being in charge of their learning is further heightened as they develop rubrics, usefulness indicators, and peer rankings as part of the participation assessment process.  Knowing that they are being assessed also helps to crystallize students' recognition of their student-centered learning stewardship.
  

A Communication-Rich Learning Environment.  The peer-introduction activity and the introductory PowerPoint presentation also create the expectation of a communication-rich learning environment.  Both activities introduce the group process with its related emphases on team-building skills and developing oral and interpersonal communication skills, including active listening.  The opportunity to stand in front of peers and introduce their partners further reinforces the importance of oral and interpersonal skills.  These activities entice students to engage in active listening.  They activate information processing skills to create an introduction presentation that does justice to their partners (Marquardt, 1999).  

Participating in the daily group-process and engaging in face-to-face consensus building among presenters and auditors also facilitate development of students' oral and interpersonal communication skills.  The necessity of presenting consensus-determined issue-resolution findings and acting as a randomly selected peer reviewers creates an ideal setting for developing oral and interpersonal communication skills as it promotes active listening. 

The data-file activity awakens students to the important role played by  technology-assisted communication in this learning environment and provides them varied opportunities to use computer workstations.  By the time students e-mail their attached data files, they have experienced WebCT's access, e-mail, and file attachment protocols, and course-material domain.  They have also experienced spawning files from hyperlinks, the use of Word as a viewer and editor, and a meaningful use of the Internet.  That familiarity entices students to engage in further independent exploration of the WebCT domain.  

Students also strengthen their written communication skills when they create numerical implications statements that summarize and apply issue-resolution concepts and produce PowerPoint presentations that help communicate their findings.  Preparing research memos, engaging in consensus-building e-mail or chat-room communication, producing bulletin board posting statements, and sending other course-related e-mail communication further strengthens students' written communication skills.  The high expectations and variety of opportunities provided by this learning environment create an ideal setting for developing oral and interpersonal communication skills and promoting active listening.

  A Critical - Thinking Oriented Learning Environment.  This learning environment provides many opportunities for students to develop and reinforce their critical thinking skills both individually and as a system (Marquardt, 1999).  Each phase of the daily issue-resolution process taps important critical-thinking dimensions.  Identifying an issue, evaluating potential authority, and resolving the issue requires focused reading and the exercise of judgment.  Students enhance their creativity and ability to apply concepts to a fact pattern as they create effective keyword-search strings and numerical implication statements, determine the placement of issues in the Excel tax-return file, and build consensual solutions.  Producing visual representations of issues' resolutions that effectively communicate findings to peers affords students additional opportunities to develop and refine critical-thinking skills.

The research memo projects further reinforce students' critical-thinking skills.  These activities require students to resolve issues and develop effective group formation and participation maximizing strategies and thus make ample use of their creativity and critical thinking skills.  These skills are also tapped as students become proficient with several types of software, and determine the placement of resolved issues within the electronic tax-return setting.  

An Expertise-Forming Learning Environment.  The chaos created by random issue-resolution tasks becomes coherent each time students set forth the tax-formula impact of their issues.  The big-picture perspective of the tax-formula highlights the interrelated nature of each issue and provides an excellent framework for organizing the students' emerging tax schema.  The expertise identified with the formation of tax schema is further reinforced by the issue-resolution process.  The use of information, repetitious use of issues, and non-compete constraints crystallizes students' tax schemas.  That is, issues featured in the first case reappear in subsequent cases.  A non-compete constraint prohibits students who acted as presenters, auditors, or peer reviewer for a given issue in a prior setting from doing so again, thus enabling others to share the expertise burden of that particular issue.  The early accessibility of cases helps students learn to manage large projects by leveraging their daily issue-resolution labors as a means of solving most of the issues appearing in other settings.  As students learn to manage large projects by leveraging daily issue-resolution labors, they enhance expertise formation (Senge et.al., 1994).

A Collective-Learning Environment. The group process permeating nearly every facet of this learning environment enhances students' interdependent synergistic productivity.   Although each group may only solve one or two issues per class period, when ten groups combine and share their daily issue-resolution plodding, it doesn't take very long to solve cases comprised of 40 to 100 issues.
  As noted above, the technological backbone supporting this course leverages individual group efforts, thus unlocking the power of collective learning and awakening students' realization that they are each a part of a larger single-minded, issue-resolution-centered learning community (McIntyre, 2000).  This realization is constantly brought to students' attention as they see the rapid evolution of the applicable case's master narrative and numerical solutions. 

A Higher-Order Learning Environment.  This novel issue-resolution-centered learning environment affords students many opportunities to experience each of Bloom's six levels of learning: knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation (Bloom 2000). The pedagogy employed in this class facilitates higher order thinking by providing students multiple paths of self-regulated discovery, an issue-resolution framework that leads to the development of judgment conditioned on enlightened inquiry and the discovery of structure in the midst of seeming disorder, and an effortful student-centered learning environment.  Higher order learning and thinking enable students to process at higher cognitive levels and develop the skills necessary for becoming more creative problem solvers both inside and outside the classroom, thus establishing the foundation for lifelong learning and application.

Conclusion:

In summary, the learning environment described in this paper provides students with numerous opportunities to forge a powerful chain of preparedness whose links are composed of expertise, interpersonal, critical thinking, written communication, technology, oral communication, listening, and team-building skills.  This learning environment changes lives. It transforms students who initially cowered before their peers and technology into confident and capable individuals who are better prepared for life’s challenges.

Perhaps the most salient feature of this pedagogy is the need for an enlightened, dedicated educator at the center of a powerful value-added learning process.  The daily learning process is simply the tip of the iceberg.  It requires an educator who is willing to take risks, who is willing to step beyond the walls of the classroom, who is willing to look ahead to the future.   Educators for this environment are themselves lifelong learners.  They must be dedicated to configuring the skills and establishing the setting that prepares their naïve charges for a highly ambiguous and uncertain workplace.  This learning environment takes time to create, enact, and monitor.  For each 75-minute class period, professors spend four to five hours managing the bulletin board information-clearing house, establishing the classroom presentation queue, and maintaining the master narrative and numerical solutions. Accepting the challenge of effective teaching to affect the lives of students is worth every effort.

While this learning environment has been illustrated with an introductory tax course, the reach of its pedagogical design concepts is much broader.  Accounting education is at a crossroads and according to Albrecht and Sack, will survive only through the implementation of new pedagogies. However, educators in the field of Accounting are not alone.  The Boyer Commission also makes it clear that educators in all fields face similar stresses.  The description and analysis of this particular learning environment should serve as a template for educators in every field who wish to embrace student-centered skills-based learning.    Educators can no longer betray their naïve charges by passively defaulting to knowledge-based learning.  A new century demands a new vision and new learning paradigms.
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Appendix 1 (Syllabus)

ACCOUNTING 3580:  INDIVIDUAL INCOME TAX  (Fall 2001)
TENTATIVE SYLLABUS
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  Instructor:  Kevin Barrett



Office:  3134 RH (COB)
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  Phone:  262-6189




Hours:  TR 8:00-9:30, 10:45-12:30, 1:45-3:30
 §§
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COURSE DESCRIPTION & OBJECTIVES:
This course uses Issue-Resolution-Oriented Learning in a Multimedia Setting:
A Skills-Based Approach to (Tax) Education as a framework for determining an individual’s federal income tax liability and developing expertise, oral and written communication, critical-thinking, technological, interpersonal, and team building skills, and an awareness of ethical and tax planning considerations.

TEXTS:


University Provided:
CCH Online for Windows and CCH Internet Tax Research Network; RIA CHECKPOINT Federal Tax Library

TEXTS:


University Provided:
CCH Online for Windows and CCH Internet Tax Research Network; RIA CHECKPOINT Federal Tax Library

GRADE DETERMINATION:

· Tax Law Activity (TLA)

     50 points
A 
    > 930
C
730-769

· Tax Return-Cases (TRC)
   
   160 points
A-
900-929
C-
700-729

· 3 Research Memos (RM)

     90 points
B+
870-899
D+
679-699

· Participation



   700 points
B
830-869
D
600-669







1,000 points
B-
800-829
F
    < 600









C+
770-799

TENTATIVE SCHEDULE:
R
08/16 
Introduction




T
10/09
Case 2

T
08/21
Introduction


 

R
10/11
Case 2

R
08/23
Introduction




T
10/16
Case 3; TRC2 due

F
08/24
TLA1 due (Q1-5)




W
10/17

Last day to drop class
T
08/28
Introduction

 


R
10/18

Fall Break
R
08/30
Introduction, Case 1



T
10/23

Case 3
F
08/31
TLA2 due (Q6-10)



R
10/25 
Case 3
T
09/04
Case 1





F
10/26
RM2 due
R
09/06
Assessment (No Class)



T
10/30 

Case 3
F
09/07
TLA3 due (Q11-15)



R
11/01

Case 3; Ranking #2 due
T
09/11
Case 1





T
11/06

Case 3

R
09/13
Case 1





R
11/08

Case 3

F
09/14
TLA4 due (Q16-20)



T
11/13

Case 4; TRC3 due

T
09/18
Case 1





R
11/15

Case 4

R
09/20
Case 1; Ranking #1 Due



T
11/20

Case 4
F
09/21
TLA5 due (Q21-24)



R
11/22

Thanksgiving Break
T
09/25
Case 2; TRC1 due




T
11/27

Case 4

R
09/27
Case 2





R
11/29

Case 4

F
09/28
RM1 due




F
11/30

RM3 Due

T
10/02
Case 2





T
12/04
Case 4; Ranking #3 Due
R
10/04
Case 2





F
12/07
TRC4 due by 2:00 PM
Appendix 2 (Rubric)

	Group Participation Rubric

	Evaluator:
	 
	Evaluatee:
	 
	 

	 
	Emerging (70%)
	Adequate (80%)
	Competent (90%)
	Exemplary (100%)

	Critical Thinking
	Identifies an Issue
	Constructs successful keyword path; locates relevant authority
	Critically reads relevant authority; identifies and applies its key concepts in creating compelling narrative and numerical solutions
	Does all of the preceding (i.e., at the competent level) for challenging and demanding issues

	Interpersonal     Communication
	Makes some minor comments or observations related to the discovery and resolution of a given issue, comprehends some nonverbal cues and some of the information relayed by peers
	Listens well, carries on a dialog asking questions and making clarifying comments
	Initiates dialog, draws accurate conclusions from nonverbal cues; shares freely, explains details, makes connections to what others say, follows up on logistical details associated with the completion of a task (e.g., makes certain that file formatting and e-mail protocols are adhered to)
	Does all the preceding (i.e., at the competent level) and is able to recognize and use subtle non-verbal cues; comments inspire others, supports and leads others in discussion

	Technological
	Shows basic skills in the use of the operating system, Word, Excel, PowerPoint, and WebCt (including e-mail and bulletin board attachment files)
	Shows basic skills in the use of CCH and RIA research products (e.g., conducts basic searches within USMTG library)
	Shows intermediate skills (i.e., conducts intermediate ("and", "or", "w/par", topical, etc.)  searches within multiple libraries) in the use of CCH and RIA research products and other electronic resources (e.g., Word, Excel, PowerPoint, ProSystems)
	Shows advanced skills in the use of CCH and RIA research products as manifested by an in-class demonstration of intermediate or higher skills and facilitates the assimilation of those skills in others through insightful responses to their questions and/or walking them through a "hands-on" trial run.

	Oral Communication
	Engages in general class discussion (e.g., asks clarifying comments or questions during a peer's master-of-the-moment (MOM) presentation)
	Participates as an auditor and/or master of the moment; uses little eye contact, projects poorly, and has difficulty eliciting and/or responding to peer comments
	Participates as a capable auditor and/or master of the moment; has extensive eye contact with peers, projects well, successfully elicits and responds to peer comments
	Participates as a dynamic auditor and/or master of the moment; has extensive awareness and responsiveness to nonverbal peers' nonverbal cues; master of the spoken word, carries out inspirational dialog with peers

	Written Communication
	Makes minor contributions to, but does not write, numerical implication statements; lets someone else worry about sending the e-mail messages related to the creation of audited solutions.
	Makes several contributions to, but does not write, numerical implication statements; participates to a limited extent in the e-mail dialog leading to the creation of audited solutions.
	Takes primary responsibility for, and actually writes, the numerical implication statement; complies with all formatting specifications; actively engaged in the e-mail dialog leading to the creation of audtied solutions; uses sound grammar
	Does all of the preceding (i.e., at the competent level) and creates e-mail messages and numerical implication statements that are easy to follow and, in the case of numerical statements, accurately operationalize key narrative concepts

	Effort
	Makes few if any contributions to the group process; almost totally relies on others to do the majority of the work.
	Makes some contributions to the group process; tends to rely primarily on the effort of others.
	Makes several contributions to the group process; balanced reliance on the effort of others (i.e., an equal give and take)
	Makes many valuable contributions to the group process; viewed by others as taking a leading, self-starting role in the group process; others rely more heavily on her work than she does on theirs.


Appendix 3 (Formatting Protocols)

Issue N12:
Wages (Class Example, MOM: 100 points; Class Example, AUD: 80 points; PR: James, 50 points)

Path:
CCH Network; USMTG; Spine, Income (Chapter 7), Salaries, Wages and Benefits; ¶713, Compensation Is Income

Path:
RIA Checkpoint; FTH; Spine, Chapter 2 Income – Taxable and Exempt; ¶ 1207 Compensation Income.



    
Four-part path: Red, 14-point, Times-New-Roman font

     Path Header:  Red, Bold, 14-point, Times-New-Roman font

   Narrative Header:  Blue, Bold, 14-point, Times-New-Roman font

Narrative Solution:            





General verbiage: Black, 12-point, Times-New-Roman font


Most salient portions of documentation: Blue, 12-point, Times-New-Roman Font


¶713, Compensation Is Income

All compensation for personal services, no matter what the form of payment, must be included in gross income. [ 2001FED ¶5507.01 ] Wages, salaries, commissions, bonuses, fringe benefits that do not qualify for statutory exclusions, tips, payments based on a percentage of profits, directors' fees, jury fees, election officials' fees, retirement pay and pensions, and other forms of compensation are income in the year received, and not in the year earned, unless the taxpayer reports income on the accrual basis.

Numerical Header:  Pink, Bold, 14-point, Times-New-Roman font


Numerical-implication-statement body: pink, 12-point, Times-New-Roman font


Numerical Implication Statement:

Wages must be included in gross income.  From a tax formula perspective, since gross income is an artifact or derived from the relationship of tax-formula elements, i.e., gross income = income broadly conceived - exclusion), wages must be included in income broadly conceived.  In particular, Melinda's 2000 wages totaling $12,880must be included in income broadly conceived.  Since those wages are not exclusions, they flow into gross income.
�As the sole exception, at the conclusion of the first case, students go to the IRS’s website, download the forms and schedules needed for the tax-return solution, fill them out by hand, and then turn the completed return in for grading.


� WebCT is one of many course software packages that provides educators with an Internet shell for their courses and includes e-mail, bulletin board, and chat room capabilities and HTML programmable pages that permit such useful features as creating links to Word, Excel, PowerPoint, other types of formatted files, and URL links to the outside world.  In order to access our WebCT domain, each class student must provide a recognized user id and password. WebCT affords instructors the luxury of managing a great deal of the course's dynamics from home or any other place affording Internet access, thus significantly extending the reach of the classroom learning environment.








� An automated version of that presentation is available for viewing at � HYPERLINK "http://www1.appstate.edu/~barrettk" ��http://www1.appstate.edu/~barrettk�.  Once there, click the “PowerPoint Presentation” link.  The file is about 35M in size and may take a while to download depending on your connection. 





� The dynamics of this learning environment are so unlike anything that our students have experienced that it usual takes three weeks (i.e., six, 75-minute class periods) for them to feel acclimated.


� As a variant to facilitate initial issue recognition and the formation of a participation strategy, instructors may provide a Table of Contents that sets forth each of the issues in the first case along with their respective participation ranking points as part of the initial Master Narrative Solution for that case.





� The path is composed of 1) electronic service used, 2) library used within that electronic service, 3) keyword string, and 4) the name of the hit document ultimately used to resolve the issue at hand.


� The implication statement must appear in pink font and contain a user-friendly summary of the issue's key resolution concepts that appear in blue font throughout the documentation.  The statement must also precisely set forth the character and amount of each tax-formula impact associated with that issue.  The numerical implication statement should serves as the basis for modifying the most recent version of the master Excel numerical or tax-formula solution file to reflect that issue's tax-formula impact (see Appendix 3 for a complete look at all the formatting protocols, including the narrative solution and numerical implication statement, of a sample issue).


�The numerical solution file is an Excel file that is composed of the most recently revealed master numerical solution modified to fully reflect (i.e., including updating of all summations and other related interactions (e.g., the operation of adjusted-gross-income floors and ceilings, phaseouts, etc.)) the numerical presence of the newly resolved issue within the context of the tax formula.


� Students have found that PowerPoint’s usefulness increases with issue complexity.


� To heighten student's preparedness, issue resolutions completed outside of class are always more highly valued than those generated during class time.


� With the exception of this first-case tax return solution, all other documents and administrative matters such as collecting, grading, and returning various projects and communicating logistical matters are relegated to an electronic interface.  Historically, this has saved approximately 300 minutes of class time in the typical semester, thus freeing up more time to resolve issues.


� Copied, with permission, from West’s Individual Income Taxation Text.


� Formal groups are those groups that are formed under the explicit, premeditated control of the group mates and include those groups formed to create master-of-the-moment and auditor issue-resolutions postings and tax-return solutions.  Informal groups arise spontaneously from the issue-resolution process and are best illustrated by the short-lived, ad hoc alliances of master-of-the-moments and auditors that arise in crafting consensual solutions for a jointly valued issue.


� For purposes of this example, assume that participation accounts for 700 out of the 1000 available points for the course.  Of those 700 points, 60 points are allocated to the introductory activities.  Of the remaining 640 points, 115 points are allocated by students through their peer-usefulness rankings and the remaining 525 points are allocated to students based on their issue-resolution involvement.  Of the 525 points, 35 points are allocated to case-1 participation, 70 points to case-2 participation, 140 points to case-3 participation, and 280 points to case-4 participation.


� Simple issues having only one resolution concept (e.g., wages) are benchmarks for evaluating issue complexity and are worth only 200 points.  Each additional resolution concept required to solve an issue adds another hundred points to the payoff.  Substantial computational burdens also increase the ranking-points payoff.  Thus, because of its many conceptual nooks and crannies, presenters that solve the cost-recovery issue are each awarded 3000 points.  Each Table-of-Contents issue header appearing in the master narrative solution contains the name of each individual that helped resolve the featured issue, the role played, and the raw participation points earned by each of those individuals.


�  Upon the dissolution of a formal group, each student completes a rubric (see Appendix 2) evaluating his or her group mate’s skills along several dimensions.  Each of the six rubric dimensions has four levels of performance: emerging, adequate, competent, and exemplary, corresponding to 70, 80, 90, and 100 percent, respectively.  Students are encouraged to share rubric feedback with their group mates so that each can improve performance.  For each group mate, the instructor computes a rubric average.   This feedback is also required each time students form groups of two to create the tax-return solution for each case. It is used to customize a group's raw ranking points to reflect each group mate's contribution to the resolution process and helps to mitigate abuses that may arise from the group process.


� A group's limited life reduces the likelihood that group mates' sense of professional purpose will give way to judgment-impairing dynamics, thus increasing the likelihood that they will give candid peer rubrics.


� The master narrative solution for the third case completed by students during the first summer session of 2001 was 269 pages long, every paragraph of which was generated through the issue-resolution labors of students.  The accompanying Excel tax-formula numerical-file contains 486 lines of numerical information.  If you would like to view the fruits of their labors, go to � HYPERLINK "http://www1.appstate.edu/~barrettk" ��http://www1.appstate.edu/~barrettk� and click on the Case 3 Text, Case 3 Narrative Solution, and Case 3 Numerical Solution links to download the applicable files.
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