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ABSTRACT

     Contrasting philosophies (e.g., utilitarian, deontology), this paper addresses global student cultural differences regarding ethical considerations within online accounting education. General comparisons are made within a discussion of equality between traditional face-to-face versus online education. Suggestions are provided to facilitate harmonization of diverse ethical perspectives in online accounting education where the student population continues to diversify.

INTRODUCTION

     Madison and Schmidt (2006) addressed “… the academic community’s failure to perform its duty responsibly…” regarding teaching ethics in accounting classrooms (p. 99). Their research was limited to traditional face-to-face classrooms located within North American. Many traditional classrooms are incorporating dimensions of online teaching and learning if not moving completely online.

      For example, traditional brick-and-mortar programs (e.g., University of Nebraska, University of Maryland, University of St. Francis) offer many traditional courses enhanced with online components plus courses that are totally online. Online schools (e.g., Jones International University, University of Phoenix) have grown and are prospering in the 21st century.

     This paper extends the work of Madison and Schmidt (2006) by considering the following two questions: 1. When is it ethical to teach online? The underlying assumption is the equality between the face-to-face and online courses. 2. What is the “ethical” or “professional” mandate on the instructor to insure than an online course is equivalent to the face-to-face course?

     The Institute for Higher Education Policy (1999) reviewed research on the effectiveness, but not the ethics, of distance learning in higher education. In 1999, electronic (e.g., computer) delivery of academic material was considered as a new delivery form.   Prior to the late 1990s and 21st century, distance learning was not online. It was regular mail and not email.  It was telephone conversations and not discussions or chats online.  Ryan (2000) reported, “[m]any university programs are beginning to integrate online classes into their curriculums. The newness of the Internet delivery method raises many questions about class administration and quality assurance.”  

      Internet delivery or online delivery is no longer new. Researchers such as Wheaton, Stein, Calvin, Overtoom, and Wanstreet (2003) have explored comparing traditional versus online classrooms. They considered variables such as learners’ perceptions of the differences between the two approaches. This paper assumes and acknowledges that online delivery is here to stay and is growing exponentially. Students value the convenience of online learning. For example, students pay a premium (e.g., online courses offered by DeVry University cost more than $400 per credit hour versus State University cost per credit hour of less than $200) to have the flexibility and convenience of online courses. Students find it inconvenient being locked to specific geographic locations on specific days at specific times as required by traditional face-to-face courses in the so-called brick and mortar classrooms. 

      To offer online courses with the same quality as the traditional mode of delivery raises in a new ethical challenge.    How does an instructor design an online course that provides students quality education irrespective of geographical and cultural differences?   What should the instructor consider in an online environment where communication is lacks non-verbal cues that are present in face-to-face interaction?  Hence, the paper addresses the following key issues: course design, cultural differences, course materials, assignments, and communication model.
Course Design

      In order to be ethical to both on-line and face-to-face students, instructor should apply the Principle of Utilitarian Benefits when designing the course. The concern should be on the learning outcome.  Whether the instructor’s decision is ethical depends on the consequence of the decision made.  The instructor should take into consideration the stakeholders affected by a decision in weighing the cost-benefit of the outcome. 

      The assignments should be feasible technologically. The time required to complete the online assignments should be equitable to a face-to-face course.  The instructor should analyze the feasibility of learning between face-to-face versus online.  The instructor should consider the ethical impact on students based on the principle of utilitarian benefits of whether the expectation and/or action “generates the greatest benefits for the largest number of people” (Hosmer, 2006, p. 106).

       The students in both face-to-face and online deliveries are growing in diversity.  Instructors can no longer be naïve in imposing the western culture uniformly. In online courses there is no limit to geographical distance and culture.  Hence, it is essential for instructors to take into consideration the cultural differences in designing courses.

Cultural Differences

      Culturally, there is tension between what is perceived as ethically unacceptable versus what is socially acceptable. Instructors need to understand and incorporate the differing cultures of the global students.  For example, students from Anglo and Nordic cultural areas tend to be individualistic. They tend to prefer small power distance, weak uncertainty avoidance, and have a short-term oriented.  This is in contrast to students from less-developed Latin, near Eastern, and more developed Asian cultural areas.  These cultural areas are associated with the societal values such as collectivism, large power distance, strong uncertainty avoidance, and long-term basic cultural values.  The difference in societal values leads to different ethical beliefs. 

      The Anglo Saxon students have a cultural background predominantly struggling for equality, rather than accepting hierarchy in a society that is not closely knit.  Their economy depends on the capital market financing where investors are more for short-term profit and are risk taking.  “Their moral standards are based upon the primacy of a single value, which is justice.  Everyone should act to ensure a more equitable distribution of benefits, for this promotes individual self-respect, which is essential for social cooperation” (Hosmer, 2006, p. 106).  Information dissemination and grade assignment to the students should be consistent without bias towards any special group.  Every student’s right should be equal. Bernardi and Bean (2006) found that students in New York “ … agree that cheating is socially acceptable, and the association between college cheating and unethical behavior in the workplace…“ exists. 

      The Latin and Asian cultural areas are relatively more collective in societal values.  Their social framework is more closely knit. They accept the inequality of power distribution in institutions and organizations. They have low tolerance for uncertainty and ambiguity.  They have “perseverance towards achieving gradual results and a willingness to subordinate personal interest to achieve purpose” (Radebaugh and Gray, 2002, p. 45).

       Consequently, their ethical belief leans more towards the deontological.  Under the deontology ethical principle, it is the duty of the students to treat others as ends and not as means approach (Ethics Update, 2005). If students cannot make contributions on time, then they tend to attempt to contact team members.  It would be unethical to postpone until the due date.  Students define their duty to treat others with respect. They expect their peers to treat them the same under similar circumstances.

      Instructors’ comprehension of cultural differences will facilitate the effectiveness in designing courses.  Culture impacts intercultural interpretation of messages, cognitive process in processing information, and perception process.  Inevitably, culture also influences the teaching-learning process.  

Course Materials

      Course materials are changing. For example, textbooks are now available in electronic form (e.g., ebooks).   Learning platforms (e.g., eCollege) have to be developed with lecture notes and other course materials. Publishers (e.g., McGrawHill) are responding to the need to support online teaching and learning. They are developing narrated PowerPoint presentations (e.g., managerial accounting. So that limited platform (e.g., eCollege, Blackboard, WebCT) space is not consumed by media. A link in the classroom is used to send the students to the media located at the textbook publisher’s web site. The student only needs to click the link to access the lectures and other media. 

      Publishers (e.g., Thomson) are providing well-organized lecture notes in electronic form that can be provided to students with or without editing by the professor. Each obstacle to online learning and teaching is being address by textbook publishers to facilitate and support online learning and teaching.

      The online instructor can add current events to the discussion or forum area of the learning platform. Publishers are providing updates to their textbooks. This includes providing faculty and students access to current events and articles in a near real-time fashion. The publisher’s online web pages are dynamic.

     Faculty and students have access to the online learning platform 24 hours per day and 7 days per week. Current events can and are added and discussed as they happen.

      Instructors need to be well prepared whether the course is face-to-face or online.  Otherwise, the rights of the students may be violated.  Students may have the impression that the instructor is wasting time if the instructor is not well prepared for the class.  Unless the course is reviewing history, the student expects “state-of-the-art” presentations.
      Regardless of online or face-to-face presentation, it is immoral for the instructor to change the course requirements midstream.   Immoral is different from unethical.  Morality refers to “the standards of behavior by which people are judged, and particularly to the standards of behavior by which people are judged in their relationships with others” (Hosmer, 2006, p. 91).  Ethics “encompasses the system of beliefs that supports a particular view of morality” (Ibid., p. 92). 

     Testing material that is not covered in class constitutes unfairness to the students.  This is considered unethical on the instructor’s part.  Another unfairness to students is using the same tests in the next semester.  This is analogous to  “insider trading”.  Some students who have friends in the previous semester may have passed on the old tests to the current semester students.  This inevitably violated the formal principle of justice, since not all students have access to the old tests.  

      In addition to course materials in course design, instructors should also take into consideration the impact of culture in designing assignments.   In order to be fair and equitable to the diverse students, the instructor should consider the ethical implications of the on-line pedagogy in today’s high technological environment.
Assignments

     It is the responsibility of the instructor to design assignments that are linked to the course learning objectives.  Where term papers can be easily purchased from an Internet source, it is essential to state expectations that foster original work. For example, require students to only use references (e.g., journal articles) published within the last year. Papers for sale usually are fairly dated. Requiring state of the art referencing is easily justified given the dynamic nature of accounting (e.g., changes required by the Sarbanes Oxley Act).  Students should be required to cite the sources of their research.  Emphasis should be placed on the respecting and honoring the intellectual property of others.  Any work written that is copied or paraphrased or summarized from another source without citation is plagiarism.

      The instructor has the moral obligation to provide education of quality to online learners.  In order to sustain the same quality education presented to the face-to-face learners, the instructor interacts with online students via methods such as email, bulletin board, and discussion rooms.  This technology is asynchronous, so feedback from the instructor is somewhat delayed. However, students do not need to delay in asking questions. The questions can be posted any time of the day and any day of the week. The instructor could also use this communication medium to solicit feedback regarding student comprehension of course material.    However, instructors should be aware of the cultural differences between Anglo-Saxon and Latin or Asian students.  

     Culture affects thinking patterns, approaches to problem solution, and communication.  Instructors should try to avoid using approaches that may favor one culture.  While Anglo-Saxon students may find the debate format of solving problems as logical, the Latin and Asian students tend to view this format as illogical and undemonstrated.  This may result in resistance and reluctance to participate by the latter.  In addition, the pattern of thoughts may differ.  For example, Shigehiko Toyama suggested that the Anglo-Americans tend to organize ideas and send them explicitly and directly (Gunawardena, Wilson, Nolla, 2003, p. 759).  The Japanese, on the other hand, transmits organized ideas implicitly or indirectly, “as if arranging stepping stones from point I to point II” (Ibid.).  Such an arrangement is not always clear to the listeners who must “infer or surmise the intended meaning” (Ibid.).  In order to be fair to all ethnic groups, instructors should design assignments that will challenge all groups of students. Instructors should encourage students to freely share ideas and opinions without being inhibited by any rigid communication format.  

     Similar to email, the electronic bulletin board provides asynchronous communication across geographic distance.  Instructor and student dialogue is enhanced.  Instructors can efficiently post discussion questions, policies, announcements, solutions, and clarifications of key concepts to the whole class at one time.  To promote dialogue, the questions posted by the instructor could be open-ended. This encourages students to use reasoning and practice effective communication.  Likewise, students can view discussions posted by peers and feedback from instructors transparently on the bulletin board or in the discussion or forum areas online.   Instructors should give ample time for students for free discussions.  Though without criticizing any particular responses to be erroneous, the instructor has the ethical responsibility to acknowledge students’ contributions with prompt feedback. This can be done publicly in form or via private email or in individual grade-book postings.

     Students who are less aggressive in a traditional face-to-face classroom often benefit by the online forum or discussion. They do not have to sacrifice their opportunity to participate to the more vocal classmates. They can contribute without waiting for a turn or raising their hand. The online environment may promote the contributive liberty ethical system in which all students should be free to express themselves.  Students can communicate with each other simultaneously in a virtual classroom.  Unlike email and bulletin boards, chat communication is like instant messaging.  Students whose cultural background discourages speaking up in face-to-face classroom settings may be more open for participation in the online classroom.  Age or social status is invisible in an online class. This can be a more equitable or ethical basis of interaction.

     Today’s high technological environment offers a plethora of avenues to facilitate learning.  However, interwoven in the existing twenty-first global economy is the growing diversity in student body with diverse cultural background.  In order to address the ethical implications in today’s diverse student body and high technological environment, communication model is essential as are discussed next.
Communication Model

     Unlike face-to-face where instructors can deduce from the facial expression of the students whether the material is understood or not, the search and replace mode of delivery must use surrogates for these subtle cues. “Emoticons” (e.g., ( ) are used to clarify meanings. It is essential that the instructor establish “a communication model, laid down ground rules for discussion, posed problems and asked questions illustrated by examples” (Gunawardena, et al., 2006, p. 761).  Despite the diversity in personal values and ethical beliefs among students in the online course, it is imperative for the instructor to establish written policies that take into consideration the moral analysis of the requirements of the course.  In order to be fair and right for all students and ethical systems (which include the utilitarian benefits, universal duties), distributive justice, and contributive liberty should be utilized.

     The instructor’s role is not just the sage but also an impartial, emphatic judge.  Ground rules should be formed regarding the necessity of prompt feedback, timely submission of assignments, active participation, and etiquette in discussions.   Gifts from students (a common practice in Asian countries to show respect to instructors) should be forbidden.  The instructor needs to monitor the discussions to create a sense of community.  Any harsh or unpleasant criticism by students of students during discussions requires the instructor to intercede and reflect empathy to reestablish a friendly atmosphere.


     Similar to the Sarbanes Oxley Act of 2002 that requires corporate managers to declare in writing that internal control systems exist and ethical behavior (e.g., no fraudulent activities) is assured, instructors need to declare in writing what the ethical expectations are for the classroom whether it is online or face to face. While some may say that this is self evident, it took a major piece of legislation to mandate ethics at the corporate level. It apparently was not self-evident at the corporate level and should not be assumed at the academic level. 

     Gupta and Magee (2006) suggest that ethical and moral dilemmas be “contextualized” in “real-world” scenarios to teach accounting students moral reasoning with “real-world” scenarios. They feel that students appreciate ethics as a “soft control” and acknowledge that the accounting profession cannot legislate (e.g., Sarbanes Oxley section 302 certifications or section 404 assessments) away the confidence crisis (Ibid.). 
     Establishing responsibility for ethical behavior can be addressed by requiring students to sign honor codes and/or “originality statements” regarding work completed. Signing honor codes can be required when students are admitted to a program and/or when students begin a course. Students can be required to attach an originality statement (i.e., the student declares the work is original with the student) to each course requirement (e.g., paper, project, exam).

Conclusion

     Students prepare to work in a world where co-workers and organizations operations are located across the globe and span the globe. Individuals from diverse cultures are working together at a distance. Individuals and teams are developing and presenting information via methods (e.g., telephone, fax and Internet) other than face-to-face.   People no longer always get together to work together. The same is happening in accounting education. With the ongoing growth of online education, instructors and students meet in learning platforms (e.g., eCollege, BlackBoard, WebCT) in addition to or instead of brick-and-mortar classrooms.  Instructors need to incorporate ethical dimensions in this changing format.

Instructors care about the integrity of online assessments and assuring student ethical behavior. This concern has and continues to exist in the face-to-face classroom.  Unlike the traditional face-to-face approach, online education can encourage learners to interact with their peers by freeing one’s own egotism to defend the rights of others.   The technological tools in online education have made it possible to offer courses without limits of physical or temporal distance.  Through technology, students learn from each other.  The instructor’s role in an online course is more of a sage having the capability to stimulate and guide students’ reflections.  This paper addresses selected ethical aspects in today’s global on-line instructional environment where geographic, social and cultural differences are of no limit.   It is a positive step toward a cross-cultural declaration important for online accounting education.  
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