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Introduction

The American Institute of Certified Public Ac-
countants (AICPA) has been a leader in efforts 
by the private sector to develop programs aimed 
at achieving financial literacy.  Initiatives such as 
“360 Degrees of Financial Literacy” and “Feed 
the Pig” are designed to encourage the Ameri-
can public to effectively manage their personal 
finances (AICPA, 2007).  The success of these 

programs remains in question as the number 
of individual bankruptcies soars (Cory and 
Pickard, 2008).   At the same time, the United 
States (U.S.) Government Accountability Office 
(GAO) emphasized the growing importance of 
financial literacy in their report on the progress of 
the Financial Literacy and Education Commis-
sion (Commission).  One reason is that “workers 
today are increasingly responsible for managing 
their own retirement savings” (GAO, 2007, p. 1).  
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ABSTRACT
The motivation for this study came from a desire to improve teaching of the use of accounting in-
formation for decision making.  The information literacy standards and related performance in-
dicators guided the development of a semester-long case study by accounting faculty and academic 
business librarians.  Their collaboration yielded a series of instruction modules and related student 
exercises leading up to a group activity involving the evaluation of a company as a potential invest-
ment for retirement savings.  Students enrolled in two sections of an introductory accounting course 
volunteered to participate in this study.  They provided information about their knowledge before 
and after all of the activities using a repeated measures research design involving pre-test and post-
test questionnaires.  The results of the study suggest significant improvements in financial informa-
tion literacy upon completion of the case study.    
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Therefore, an even greater crisis may be looming 
in the future as the burden of providing sufficient 
income during their retirement years falls on in-
dividual citizens.  

 Throughout this decade, information 
literacy has been a priority of the American Li-
brary Association (ALA).  In 2000, the board of 
directors of the Association of College and Re-
search Libraries (ACRL), a division of the ALA, 
approved the information literacy competency 
standards.  The standards provide “a framework 
for assessing the information literate individual” 
and address five levels of proficiency (ACRL, 
2000, p. 3).  Specifically, the standards for infor-
mation literacy encompass the capacity to rec-
ognize the need for information, the ability to 
retrieve relevant information, the competency to 
evaluate the quality of the information, the skill 
to use the information effectively, and the under-
standing of the ethical implications of informa-
tion retrieval and application.

 This paper discusses a pedagogical re-
search project designed to measure the effects of 
a collaboration between accounting faculty and 
academic business librarians to improve financial 
information literacy of students.  The informa-
tion literacy standards and related performance 
indicators provided the framework necessary to 
craft an interrelated sequence of instruction ac-
tivities and associated exercises where introduc-
tory accounting students applied the knowledge 
they acquired during the instruction.  Question-
naires, using a repeated measures design, solicited 
information about students’ knowledge of ac-
counting concepts and library resources useful in 
evaluating a potential investment in a company.  
The objective of this empirical study is to assess 
whether financial information literacy improved 
from the beginning to the end of the course in 
connection with the case study.

Background

Financial Literacy

As part of the Fair and Accurate Credit Trans-
actions Act of 2003, the Financial Literacy and 
Education Improvement Act (Financial Literacy 

Act) established the Commission under Title V 
(U.S. Department of Treasury, 2009).  The pur-
pose of the Financial Literacy Act is “to improve 
financial literacy and education of persons in the 
United States” to ensure that people are able to 
manage their own money wisely including their 
retirement savings (U.S. Department of Trea-
sury, 2009).  An important aspect of this man-
agement is the ability to effectively invest these 
funds in various financial instruments including 
those offered by business enterprises.

The responsibility of individuals to provide for 
their own retirement has become increasingly 
important over the past twenty-five years.  With 
Social Security on the road to insolvency (Far-
nam, May 13, 2009), the steady and dramatic 
decline of single-employer defined benefit pen-
sion plans necessitates an effective retirement 
investment strategy by each individual. (Pension 
Benefit Guaranty Corporation, 2009).  In de-
fined benefit pension plans, employers promise 
to pay specific monthly benefits to participants 
during retirement so the burden of accumulating 
sufficient funds to satisfy the projected retire-
ment benefit obligations falls to the employer.  
Many defined benefit plans have been replaced 
with defined contribution plans where employ-
ers contribute specific amounts to pension plans 
with no guarantee of benefits to be received by 
participants during retirement.  In many defined 
contribution plans, employees make investment 
decisions for their retirement account funds that 
were historically left to plan sponsors in defined 
benefit plans.

Research aimed at measuring and assessing the 
benefits of financial literacy programs has been 
plagued by the “primary challenge [of] defin-
ing and quantifying ‘success’” (Braunstein and 
Welch, 2002, p. 449).  The authors go on to sug-
gest that the best measures of effective programs 
are when the program results can be compared 
with specific outcome measures based on an es-
tablished goal.  The information literacy stan-
dards and their related performance indicator 
outcomes formed the basis for the development 
of the instruction and various exercises for this 
project, designed to enhance financial informa-
tion literacy.

A study on computer usage in the finance cur-
riculum suggests that various databases can be 
included in classroom student exercises.  Cline-
bell & Clinebell (1995) surveyed finance depart-
ments of U.S. colleges and universities and found 
that fifteen percent of respondents included data-
base usage in their introductory finance courses 
(p. 135).  Information literacy questions in this 
study addressed the use of databases for company 
and industry analysis. 

Information Literacy

The development of the information literacy (IL) 
competency standards for higher education fol-
lowed the efforts by the American Association 
of School Librarians Task Force on Informa-
tion Literacy Standards to improve information 
literacy at the elementary and secondary educa-
tion levels.  The end result was the development 
of “a continuum of expectations... for students at 
all levels” (ACRL, 2000, p. 3).  In addition, the 
ACRL detailed multiple performance indicators 
for each of the standards.  In this way, the out-
comes of learning activities, designed to measure 
the achievement of a specific standard, can be 
assessed.  The ACRL believes that “both ‘higher 
order’ and ‘lower order’ thinking skills, based on 
Bloom’s Taxonomy of Educational Objectives, 
are evident throughout the outcomes... [and they 
emphasize] that assessment methods appropriate 
to the thinking skills associated with each out-
come be identified as an integral part of the insti-
tution’s implementation plan” (ACRL, 2000, p. 
3).  Table 1 lists ACRL’s five information literacy 
competency standards and the related perfor-
mance indicators.

Several studies have recommended a separate 
university course to introduce students to avail-
able library resources (Sharkey, 2006; Goebel and 
Neff, 2007; Simon, 2009, referring to Bruner and 
Lee, 1970).  Other researchers have recommend-
ed the integration of library resource instruction 
in “a single (or series of) lecture(s) into the exist-
ing curriculum.”  (Simon, 2009, p. 252 referring 
to a study by Culley et al., 1977; Alfino, Pajer, 
Pierce, and Jenks, 2008; Sult and Mills, 2006).  
Academic librarians have also emphasized the 
importance of a “course-specific collaborative 
approach to incorporating IL/BIL (Information 

Literacy/Business Information Literacy) into in-
dividual classroom settings” (Simon, p. 252).  In 
summary, the review of the literature suggests 
no clear consensus for information literacy in-
struction.  Faculty and academic librarians have 
struggled to find the correct balance of lecture, 
course-integrated, and credit-bearing informa-
tion literacy instruction to meet the needs of 
faculty and students. The structure of informa-
tion literacy instruction for this research project 
is consistent with Zabel (2004) where “it must be 
integrated, relevant, ongoing, collaborative, and 
applied” to be successful (p. 20).

Information Literacy in  
Business and Accounting

The ability to ethically use business information 
is absolutely essential in the current business 
environment where it is imperative to quickly 
find and evaluate new information that becomes 
available.  Hawes (1994) concludes that the in-
clusion of information literacy education should 
help students become “competent entry-level 
knowledge workers in the information society” 
(p. 60), even though the interaction between li-
brarians and faculty may be informal.  “When 
workers lack information literacy skills there are 
tangible costs to the business that can result in 
both operational inefficiency and loss of business 
opportunities.” (Cooney, 2005, p. 4 referring to 
a study by Cheuk, 2002).  Jackson and Durkee 
(2008, p. 88) also indicate that “(c)ourse-inte-
grated IL instruction sessions are an extremely 
effective method of introducing students to print 
and electronic resources in accounting as well as 
introducing and/or reinforcing information lit-
eracy concepts.”   

Accounting is greatly impacted by technology 
advancements and changes in global markets.  
As such, Gabbin (2002) asserts that accounting 
education must be improved so that graduates 
enter the workplace with the skills they need in 
the modern business world.  Furthermore, ac-
counting educators reason that the nature of 
accounting work demands ethical treatment of 
information and they call for research on how to 
effectively teach the related skills (St. Pierre, Wil-
son, Ravenscroft, and Rebele, 2009).  
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In the context of this introduction to accounting 
course, three overarching objectives of the class 
are articulated in the course syllabus.  Students 
should be able to:

 ▶ Analyze and interpret the accounting in-
formation of business enterprises for mak-
ing decisions about the three primary ac-
tivities:  1) operating, 2) investing, and 3) 
financing.

 ▶ Describe the components of the four re-
quired financial statements and their in-
terrelationships in the annual report of an 
enterprise.  The four statements are the:  
1) Income Statement, 2) Balance Sheet, 3) 
Statement of Retained Earnings, and 3) 
Statement of Cash Flows.

 ▶ Analyze the annual report of business 
enterprises in order to assess their perfor-
mance for decision-making and to identify 
their major strengths and weaknesses.

Accounting education must be proactive in 
adopting methods to improve decision-making 
capability.  Having the proper information as 
well as interpreting that information correctly 
is essential to accomplishing this purpose.  One 
cannot form appropriate conclusions about 
business activities and effectively communicate 
these conclusions to others unless one possesses 
the information literacy skill set to acquire high 
quality and relevant information.  Therefore, the 
“call for changes in accounting education to bet-
ter teach these [critical thinking and continuous 
learning] skills is congruent with goals of busi-
ness librarians to teach information literacy skills 
in disciplines such as accounting” (Cunningham 
and Anderson, 2005, p. 4).  

Past studies have also shown the effectiveness of 
collaborative teaching efforts for information 
literacy training.  Murphy & Hoeppner (2002) 
found that the combined efforts of an account-
ing educator and librarian helped with student 
preparation for class projects in an intermediate 
financial accounting course.  Jackson & Durkee 
(2008) also utilized a collaborative approach that 
had a positive impact on information literacy 
skills of students in an international accounting 

course.  Still, collaboration between account-
ing educators and librarians could be further 
explored.  Cooney (2005), in a survey on busi-
ness information literacy instruction, found that 
most efforts were directed to graduate students 
or upper-level undergraduates.  Cooney con-
cluded that “(p)erhaps the greatest challenges to 
collaboration are engaging the interest of faculty 
who have not collaborated in the past, and en-
larging upon the collaborative efforts already in 
place,” (p. 18).

Methods

In order to determine whether there were im-
provements in students’ financial information 
literacy, a repeated measures research design was 
used involving a pre-test and a post-test.  The 
primary interest is whether there was a signifi-
cant shift to greater knowledge as demonstrated 
by the selection of the correct response after all 
instruction and related classroom/homework ac-
tivities were completed.  The nonparametric sign 
test was used to test the significance of the post-
pre differences (Siegel and Castellan, 1988).  The 
exact upper-tail p-values were computed using a 
binomial distribution calculation.   

Participants

Sixty-two students enrolled in two sections of 
an introduction to financial accounting course 
in a Midwestern University volunteered to par-
ticipate in this study.  The participants were var-
ied in their chosen majors including liberal arts, 
education, pharmacy, fine arts, and business even 
though the majority indicated that they were 
sophomores in business.  Both sections were 
taught by the same professor and a script was 
used for instruction to eliminate differences as-
sociated with section.  The responses from fifty-
four of the participants were used to analyze 
the data; the difference between the number of 
volunteers and usable responses is attributable to 
two factors, withdrawals from the course (four 
students) and failure to take the post-test (four 
students).

Table 1
Information Literacy Standard Performance Indicators for Standard

One

The information literate student 
determines the nature and extent of 
the information needed.

1. Students define and articulate the need for information.
2. Students identify a variety of types and formats of potential 

sources for information.
3. Students consider the costs and benefits of acquiring the 

needed information.
4. Students reevaluate the nature and extent of the information 

needed.

Two

The information literate student 
accesses needed information 
effectively and efficiently.

1. Students select the most appropriate investigative methods 
or information retrieval systems for accessing the needed 
information.

2. Students construct and implement effectively-designed 
search strategies.

3. Students retrieve information online or in person using a 
variety of methods.

4. Students refine the search strategy if necessary.
5. Students extract, record, and manage the information and 

its sources.

Three

The information literate student 
evaluates information and its 
success critically and incorporates 
selected information into his or her 
knowledge base.

1. Students summarize the main ideas to be extracted from the 
information gathered.

2. Students articulate and apply initial criteria for evaluating 
both the information and its sources.

3. Students synthesize main ideas to construct new concepts.
4. Students compare new knowledge with prior knowledge to 

determine the value added, contradictions, or other unique 
characteristics of the information.

5. Students determine whether the new knowledge has an 
impact on the individual’s value system and takes steps to 
reconcile differences.

6. Students validate understanding and interpretation of 
the information through discourse with other individual, 
subject-area experts, and/or practitioners.

Four

The information literate student, 
individually or as a member of a 
group, uses information effectively to 
accomplish a specific purpose.

1. Students apply new and prior knowledge to the planning 
and creation of a particular product or performance.

2. Students revise the development process for the product or 
performance.

3. Students communicate the product or performance effec-
tively to others.

Five

The information literate student 
understands many of the economic, 
legal and social issues surrounding the 
use of information and accesses and 
uses information ethically and legally.

1. Students understand many of the ethical, legal and socio-
economic issues surrounding information and information 
technology.

2. Students follow laws, regulations, institutional policies, and 
etiquette related to access and use of information resources.

3. Students acknowledge the use of information sources com-
municating the product or performance.

Association of College and Research Libraries (2000).  Information literacy competency standards 
for higher education.  Retrieved July 31, 2009 from http://www.ala.org/ala/ mgrps/divs/acrl/
standards/informationliteracycompetency.cfm#stan.



Anne S. Kelly, Teresa D. Williams, Brad Matthies, & J. Burdeane Orris Improving Financial Information Literacy in Introduction to Financial Accounting

76 Journal of Learning in Higher Education 77Fall 2010 (Volume 6 Issue 2)

Instruction and Student Activities

 Two categories of instruction were provided to 
students over the course of the semester in be-
tween the completion of the pre-test and post-
test questionnaires.  The first category involved 
the classroom discussions of financial account-
ing at the introductory level including financial 
statements and their analysis.  The second cat-
egory of instruction emphasized the effective 
use of library resources and the ethical use of 
information.  This latter training was divided 
into three modules.  After each training session, 
students were assigned classroom or homework 
assignments in order to immediately reinforce 
the knowledge conveyed in the instruction and 
ultimately to permit an evaluation of a company 
as a potential investment (Bloom, 1956).  The 
critical point to note here is that the information 
gathered on the questionnaires was taught in an 
applied setting where students actually used the 
information to evaluate a potential investment in 
a real company rather than simply parroting the 
information they were told in accounting lecture 
or in the library instruction.  Refer to Appendix 
A for an outline of the sequence of instruction 
and student activities.  The training and student 
exercises were developed to address a specific 
information literacy standard and performance 
indicators.  Therefore, they are shown in the out-
line associated with specific student activities.

The first module included instruction on using 
the library resources including several databases 
(i.e. Mergent Online, Key Business Ratios, ED-
GAR, Business Source Complete, and others).  
Second, hands-on training was provided in 
which the instructor and librarians guided stu-
dents through the search process of a publicly-
traded company and its industry.  Students were 
encouraged to ask questions along the way and 
each student completed a search log to document 
their investigation activities.  The last module in-
volved a brief training session on proper citing.

Pre-Test and Post-Test Questionnaires    

Two questionnaires were drafted.  The twenty-
five-question pre-test questionnaire (Pre-Test) 
captured students’ knowledge about using ac-
counting information and library resources to 

facilitate financial evaluation of a company and 
its industry.  For this section, students were in-
structed to select the correct response to each 
question but they were also given the opportu-
nity to choose the response, “I don’t know.”  In 
addition, this questionnaire collected various 
types of demographic information about the 
participants including education and experience.  
Specifically, the questions consisted of five major 
types:  (1) new accounting concept or library re-
source; (2) accounting concept or library resource 
directly covered in an earlier business course; (3) 
library resource indirectly taught in a previous 
business course; (4) forms of plagiarism directly 
covered in an earlier business course; and (5) de-
mographic data.  The pre-test questionnaire was 
not discussed at all during the semester.

The post-test questionnaire (Post-Test) consisted 
of twenty questions where the first fifteen were 
identical to the non-demographic questions on 
the Pre-Test.  The remaining five questions in the 
Post-Test gathered information about students’ 
perceptions of the benefits of library instruction 
embedded in a course involving collaborations 
between business faculty and librarians.

The analysis and discussion in this paper is lim-
ited to the first category where the instruction of 
new concepts was relevant to all subjects in this 
study.  Plans for additional analysis are discussed 
in the Future Research section towards the end 
of this paper.

Analysis and Expectations

Histograms of frequency of responses to each 
question on the Pre-Test and Post-Test were ex-
amined.  For the questions addressing new con-
cepts, it was expected that the most frequent 
response would be “I don’t know” on the Pre-
Test.  In addition, it was anticipated that the par-
ticipants would provide the correct response on 
the Post-Test if the instruction and educational 
activities were effective.

In order to use the sign test, participant responses 
were coded according to the correctness of their 
answers for each question on the Pre-Test and the 
Post-Test where correct and incorrect responses 
were scored as 1 and 0, respectively.  The Post-Pre 

difference was calculated for each item.  A differ-
ence of 1 indicated a correct response on the Post-
Test and an incorrect response on the Pre-Test; 
a difference of -1 indicated the answer was cor-
rect on the Pre-Test but wrong on the Post-Test; 
and a value of 0 indicated no change.  In essence, 
each subject functioned as his/her own control.  
A p-value of less than .05 implies that financial 
information literacy of the students significantly 
improved with the instruction and student exer-
cises of the case study.  

Results and Discussion

There were five questions on both the Pre-Test 
and the Post-Test that addressed new financial 
information literacy concepts.  Table 2 presents a 
summary of the findings where significance was 
found for each question and for all five questions 
overall.

The first question asked about a potential inves-
tor’s comparisons of a company’s current financial 
condition to its industry and/or its own financial 
history in evaluating a potential investment in a 
company.  On the Pre-Test, a sole participant in-
dicated “I don’t know,” and a surprisingly high 
percentage of students (79.63%) indicated cor-
rectly that both industry and the company’s own 
past financial performance would be relevant to 
this decision.  Students were required to provide 
at least three years of historical company finan-
cial ratios as well as industry ratios in connection 
with the group project activity of the case study.  
Almost all students selected the correct response 
on the Post-Test; the frequency of respondents 
choosing the correct response on the Post-Test 
was 96.3%.  The sign test showed significance 
(p<.0020) suggesting a significant improvement 
in students’ knowledge of information useful in 
evaluating a potential investment in a company.  

The second question addressed specific knowl-
edge of common-size financial statements.  The 
researchers’ expectations were realized by the Pre-
Test results.  The results showed that the major-
ity of students (53.7%) responded “I don’t know” 
and that only two participants (3.7%) selected 
the correct response on the Pre-Test.  Therefore, 
the majority of participants admitted that they 
did not have knowledge of common-size finan-

cial statements at the beginning of the course.  
Excel-based common-size income statements 
and balance sheets were generated and submitted 
by each group as part of the group project por-
tion of the case study.  There was no requirement, 
however, that each student prepare his/her own 
set of common-size financial statements.  On 
the Post-Test, the correct answer was associated 
with the highest frequency of responses (61.11%) 
and the sign test was also significant (p<.0001).  
These results suggest a significant improvement 
in knowledge of common-size financial state-
ments at the end of the course.  They also encour-
age accounting faculty to require all students to 
apply their knowledge of common-size financial 
statements through individual student prepara-
tion in order to enhance learning effectiveness.   

The third question asked about the U.S. Securi-
ties and Exchange Commission database which is 
available to the public without an access charge.  
In the Pre-Test, 7.41% of the subjects selected the 
correct response and 55.56% indicated “I don’t 
know” the name of the EDGAR database.  The 
first library instruction module discussed this da-
tabase and students should have included this da-
tabase in their search log in connection with the 
second library instruction session.  In addition, 
students used EDGAR for their group projects 
to access financial information in the company’s 
Form 10-K for their evaluation of the potential 
investment.  The histogram for the Post-Test re-
sults showed the selection of the correct response 
with a frequency of 85.19%.  The sign test showed 
significance (p<.0001) consistent with this evi-
dence.

 Similar results were found in the data on the 
fourth question inquiring about the database 
which allows a user to search for information 
using a company’s ticker symbol.  The correct 
responses accounted for 25.93% of the total and 
57.41% of respondents indicated “I don’t know” 
on the Pre-Test.  The ticker symbol was intro-
duced in the first library training module.  Stu-
dents were likely to use a company’s ticker symbol 
in their search log even though a student could 
perform some of their search activities using the 
company’s name or other identifiers.  They may 
have also used the company’s ticker symbol in 
their investigation activities for the group proj-
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ect.   Over sixty-six percent of participants sub-
sequently chose the correct response on the Post-
Test.  Again, the sign test indicated significance 
(p<.0001).

The findings for the fifth and final question did 
not conform to expectations.  This question ad-
dressed the use of company websites to find fi-
nancial information about a company.   Students 
were asked to select the appropriate link to use 
on a company’s website to find financial state-
ment information. Only 5.56% of subjects chose 
“I don’t know” and 88.89% selected the correct 
response of Investors on the Pre-Test.  A possible 
explanation for the Pre-Test results could be that 
millennial young adults are quite internet-savvy 
(Oblinger and Oblinger, 2005) with online shop-
ping at various publicly-traded companies.  It 
is possible that at least some of them may have 
browsed company websites in the past and dis-
covered a company’s financial statements on their 
own through the Investors’ link.  This link was 
discussed in the first library instruction session 
and students used this link for their search log.  
There was complete consensus on this question 
in the Post-Test where 100% of respondents 
chose the correct response.  The sign test for this 
question was significant (p<.0156).  

The sign test for the combination of all five ques-
tions on financial information literacy was also 
significant (p<.0001).  This finding suggests a sig-
nificant positive effect on financial information 
literacy for new concepts taught in connection 
with a case study in an introductory accounting 
course.

                   Future Research

Several avenues are anticipated for future re-
search.  Data has been collected and has yet to 
be analyzed regarding differences in financial 
information literacy related to the demographic 
characteristics of the participants.  Chen & Vol-
pe’s (1998) research findings suggest significant 
differences may exist based on gender and major.  
Their study found evidence that female subjects 
tended to be less knowledgeable than their male 
counterparts about financial matters including 
investments and that business majors were more 

knowledgeable about personal finance than non-
business students.

 In addition, some questions on the pre-test and 
post-test questionnaires that have not been dis-
cussed in this paper, address specific concepts and 
resources that were taught to some of the busi-
ness students in an earlier course.  The investiga-
tion of significant differences on these questions 
between the trained and untrained participants 
is important from a pedagogical perspective to 
see if information literacy skills can be learned 
and utilized in subsequent coursework.  Further-
more, an analysis of students’ perceptions of the 
helpfulness and desirability of instruction and 
collaborations between accounting faculty and 
academic business librarians could be performed.  
Such evidence may lead to increased use of these 
interactions in the future. 

It would be interesting to research potential dif-
ferences in student learning by comparing classes 
with an embedded librarian similar to this study 
with classes where a librarian visits the classes 
for the standard “one-shot” instruction session.  
In this way, research into learning effectiveness 
of a particular instruction methodology could 
be assessed.  Finally, it is important to study the 
impact of collaborative teaching efforts between 
faculty and librarians on students’ financial in-
formation literacy in other course settings and 
with other subjects.

Summary and Conclusions

This study investigated whether collaborative ef-
forts between accounting faculty and academic 
business librarians could have significant positive 
effects on financial information literacy of stu-
dents in an introduction to accounting course.  
The information literacy standards and related 
performance indicators guided the develop-
ment of a semester-long case study entailing a 
progression of instruction and student activities 
integrated into the course design.  The results of 
this study provide some evidence that significant 
improvements in financial information literacy 
can be achieved, thereby encouraging faculty and 
librarians to develop opportunities to pool their 
collective talents and expertise for the benefit of 
students.    

Table 2 
frequencieS and Significance findingS

Pre-Test Post-Test
n % n %

In evaluating an investment in a company, a potential investor should make 
comparisons of the company’s current financial condition to

A. its industry. 8 14.81 1 1.85
B. its own financial history. 2 3.70 1 1.85
C. Both A and B are true. 43 79.63 52 96.30
D. None of the above.     
E. I don’t know. 1 1.85   

Significance:  p<.0020 54 100 54 100
Common-size financial statements involve

A. Investigating financial statements of companies with similar total 
asset size. 13 24.07 8 14.81

B. Converting financial statement dollar values into percentages. 2 3.70 33 61.11
C. Evaluating finanacial statements of companies all in the same indus-

try. 9 16.67 9 16.67

D. None of the above. 1 1.85 4 7.41
E. I don’t know. 29 53.70    

Significance:  p<.0001 54 100 54 100
The U.S. Securities & Exchange Commission provides free access to a 
database of company filings with this agency.  What is the name of this 
database?

A. SECFORMS 7 12.96 4 7.41
B. GOVDOCS 2 3.70 1 1.85
C. GASB 11 20.37 1 1.85
D. EDGAR 4 7.41 46 85.19
E. I don’t know. 30 55.56 2 3.70

Significance:  p<.0001 54 100 54 100
Which database allows you to search for information using a company’s 
ticker symbol?

A. Market Insight 5 9.26 4 7.41
B. Mergent Online 2 3.70 8 14.81
C. Business & Company Resource Center 2 3.70 2 3.70
D. All of the above. 14 25.93 36 66.67
E. I don’t know. 31 57.41 4 7.41

Significance: p<.0001 54 100 54 100
Under which company website heading are you most likely to find a 
company’s financial statements?

A. Products 1 1.85
B. Suppliers  
C. Investors 48 88.89 54 100
D. Contact Us 2 3.70
E. I don’t know. 3 5.56

Significance:  p<.0156 54 100 54 100
Note: The correct responses are in bold print.



Anne S. Kelly, Teresa D. Williams, Brad Matthies, & J. Burdeane Orris Improving Financial Information Literacy in Introduction to Financial Accounting

80 Journal of Learning in Higher Education 81Fall 2010 (Volume 6 Issue 2)

References

Alfino, M., Pajer, M., Pierce, L., & Jenks, K. 
(2008). Advancing critical thinking and in-
formation literacy skills in first year college 
students. College & Undergraduate Libraries, 
15(1/2), 81-98.

American Institute of Certified Public Accoun-
tants (2007, April). AICPA’s financial literacy 
campaign gains momentum during national 
financial literacy month, The CPA Letter, 
87(4), 1.

Association of College and Research Libraries 
(2000). Information literacy competency stan-
dards for higher education. Retrieved July 31, 
2009 from http://www.ala.org/ ala/mgrps/
divs/acrl/standards/informationliteracycom-
petency.cfm#stan.

Bloom, B.S. (Ed.). (1956). Taxonomy of educa-
tional objectives. New York: Longmans, Green 
and Co., Inc.

 Braunstein, S. & Welch, C. (2002, November). 
Financial literacy: An overview of practice, 
research, and policy. Federal Reserve Bulletin, 
88(11), 445-457.

Bruner, J.W., & Lee, J.W. (1970). Fact, fallacy, 
and the business library. Improving College & 
University Teaching, 18, 292-293.

Chen, H., & Volpe, R.P. (1998). An analysis of 
personal financial literacy among college stu-
dents. Financial Services Review, 7(2), 107-
128.

Cheuk, B. (2002). Information literacy in the 
workplace context:  Issues, best practices 
and challenges. White paper prepared for 
UNESCO, the U.S. National Commission 
on Libraries and Information Science, and the 
National Forum on Information Literacy, for 
use at the Information Literacy Meeting of 
Experts, Prague, The Czech Republic.

Clinebell, J.M. & Clinebell, S.K. (1995, Spring/
Summer). Computer utilization in finance 

courses. Financial Practice & Education, 5(1), 
132-142. 

Cooney, M. (2005). Business information litera-
cy instruction: A survey and progress report. 
Journal of Business & Finance Librarianship, 
11(1), 3-25.

Cory, S.N. & Pickard, A.D. (2008, May). 2 + 2 
= ? It’s time for Americans to become more 
financially literate, and accountants can help 
them do so. Strategic Finance, 89(11), 49-52. 

Culley, J.D., Healy, D.F., & Cudd, K. G. (1977). 
Business students and the university library: 
An overlooked element in the business curric-
ulum. The Journal of Academic Librarianship, 
2(6), 293-296.

Cunningham, N.A. & Anderson, S.C. (2005). A 
bridge to FARS and information literacy for 
accounting undergraduates. Journal of Busi-
ness & Finance Librarianship, 10(3), 3-16.

Farnam, T.W. (2009, May 13). U.S. News: Social 
Security, Medicare face insolvency sooner. 
Wall Street Journal (Eastern edition), p. A.6. 

Gabbin, A.L. (2002, April). The crisis in ac-
counting education. Journal of Accountancy, 
193(4), 81-86.

Goebel, N.E., & Neff, P.J. (2007). Information 
literacy at Augustana: A programmatic ap-
proach. Communications in Information Lit-
eracy, 1(1), 6-15.

Government Accountability Office (2007). Fur-
ther progress needed to ensure an effective 
national strategy, Financial Literacy and Edu-
cation Commission. (GAO-07-777T). Re-
trieved July 30, 2009 from http://www.gao.
gov/new.items/ d07777t.pdf.

Hawes, D.K. (1994). Information literacy and 
the business schools. Journal of Education for 
Business, 70(1), 54-61.

Jackson, S. & Durkee, D. (2008, March). In-
corporating information literacy into the ac-

counting curriculum. Accounting Education: 
an international journal, 17(1), 83-97.

Murphy, E.A. & Hoeppner, C.J. (2002). Using 
technology and library resources in financial 
accounting courses. Journal of Accounting Ed-
ucation, 20(4), 331-346.

Oblinger, D.G. & Oblinger, J.L. (Eds.). (2005). 
Educating the net generation. Retrieved No-
vember 10, 2009 from http://www.educause.
edu/educatingthenetgen/. 

Pension Benefit Guaranty Corporation (2009, 
Summer). Pension insurance data book 
2008, Number 13. Retrieved Novem-
ber 15, 2009 from http://www.pbgc.gov/
docs/2008databook.pdf.

Sharkey, J. (2006). Towards information fluency: 
applying a different model to an information 
literacy credit course. Reference Services Re-
view, 34(1), 71-85.

St. Pierre, K., Wilson, R.M.S., Ravenscroft, S.P., 
& Rebele, J.E. (2009, May). The role of ac-
counting education research in our discipline-
An editorial. Issues in Accounting Education, 
24(2), 123-130.

Siegel, S. & Castellan, N.J., Jr. (1988). Nonpara-
metric statistics for the behavioral sciences (2nd 
ed.). New York: McGraw-Hill. 

Simon, C. (2009). Graduate business students 
and business information literacy: A novel ap-
proach. Journal of Business & Finance Librari-
anship, 14(3), 248-267.

Sult, L., & Mills, V. (2006). A blended method 
for integrating information literacy instruc-
tion into English composition classes. Refer-
ence Services Review, 34(3), 368-388.

United States Department of the Treasury 
(2009). Financial Literacy and Education 
Commission. Retrieved July 30, 2009 from 
http://www.treas.gov/offices/ domestic-fi-
nance/financial-institution/fin-education/
commission/.

Zabel, D. (2004). A reaction to “Information 
literacy and higher education.” The Journal of 
Academic Librarianship, 30(1), 17-21.



Anne S. Kelly, Teresa D. Williams, Brad Matthies, & J. Burdeane Orris Improving Financial Information Literacy in Introduction to Financial Accounting

82 Journal of Learning in Higher Education 83Fall 2010 (Volume 6 Issue 2)

 Appendix A 
Outline of the Sequence of  

Instruction and Student Activities

Scenario One (applicable to Activities One through Four done on an individual basis):

Last year, you established a retirement savings account and this year, you are interested in selecting 
several public companies in which to invest.  A good friend of yours has suggested that a great poten-
tial investment is (Public Company’s Name).  Therefore, you want to thoroughly investigate (Public 
Company’s Name) before you invest any of your money in this company.

I.     Information Literacy Standard One:  The information literate student determines the nature and 
extent of the information needed.

A.  Performance Indicators for Standard One Relevant to Activity One:

 1.   Students define and articulate the need for information. 
2. Students identify a variety of types and formats of potential sources for 
information.

B.  Activity One:

Exercise 1:  Determine the nature and extent of information needed.

Homework Questions – Prepare a word-processed response to each of the following ques-
tions.  Bring two copies of this homework to class and one copy will be 
turned in before the beginning of class.

1. Do you need information to accomplish this task?  (Yes or No) 
If so, what specific information do you need?  If not, why not? 
If so, what types and formats of potential sources of information do you 
need?

C.  Classroom Discussion of Activity One (Led by Accounting Instructor)

Instruction Module One:  Library Training on Available Library and Online Resources – Stu-
dents are instructed about resources available online and through the University’s library including 
databases and print materials.  Laptops are made available to students so that they can peruse these 
resources while the instruction is ongoing.  

II.   Information Literacy Standard One:  The information literate student determines the nature and 
extent of the information needed.

A.  Performance Indicators for Standard One Relevant to Activity Two:  

  3.  Students consider the costs and benefits of acquiring the needed information.  
4.  Students reevaluate the nature and extent of the information needed.

B.  Activity Two:

Exercise 2:  You received library training on the resources available through the University’s 
library and online in order to assist you in investigating (Public Company’s 
Name).

Homework Assignment – Prepare a word-processed response for each of the following re-
quirements.

1.  In Exercise 1, students specified the types of information necessary to 
make good investment decisions about (Public Company’s Name) which 
included the following:

 a.  financial history 
 b.  ratio analysis 
 c.  stock price history and dividend trends 
 d.  future plans 
 e.  global market considerations 
 f.  economic and political environment 
 g.  comparisons with competitors and industry performance 
 h.  others

  Briefly discuss the costs and benefits of acquiring each type of information.

  2.  In a separate paragraph, describe how you might want to change the types and formats of 
potential sources of information from your original thoughts based on the library training you 
received for the project. 

C.  Classroom Discussion of Activity Two (Led by Accounting Instructor)

III.  Information Literacy Standard Two:  The information literate student accesses needed informa-
tion effectively and efficiently.

A.  Performance Indicators for Standard Two Relevant to Activity Three:

1.  Students select the most appropriate investigative methods or information retrieval 
systems for accessing the needed information.

2.  Students construct and implement effectively-designed search strategies.

3.  Students retrieve information online or in person using a variety of methods.

4.  Students refine the search strategy if necessary.

5.  Students extract, record, and manage the information and its sources.



Anne S. Kelly, Teresa D. Williams, Brad Matthies, & J. Burdeane Orris Improving Financial Information Literacy in Introduction to Financial Accounting

84 Journal of Learning in Higher Education 85Fall 2010 (Volume 6 Issue 2)

Instruction Module Two:  Library Training on Conducting a Company and Industry 
Search Including the Preparation of a Search Log – Students receive a search log template 
at the start of this instruction session.  Laptops are provided to students so that they can begin 
performing their search of a specified company and its industry.  They document their search 
activities through the search log while the course instructor and librarians are available for ques-
tions during the hands-on exercise.

B.  Activity Three:

Exercise 3:  Access the information you need in order to make this investigation.  Download 
information on (Public Company’s Name) and the beverage bottling indus-
try in order to:  (1) gain an understanding of the past, present, and future; 
(2) perform detailed financial analysis of (Public Company’s Name); and 
(3) assess the current state of the beverage industry in relation to (Public 
Company’s Name).

Homework (bring two copies – one to be turned in at the beginning of class):  Prepare a 
search log to document the sources you used to research the (Public Com-
pany’s Name) and its industry.

IV.  Information Literacy Standard Three:  The information literate student evaluates information 
and its success critically and incorporates selected information into his or her knowledge base.

A.  Performance Indicators for Standard Three Relevant to Activity Four:

1.  Students summarize the main ideas to be extracted from the information gathered.

2.  Students articulate and apply initial criteria for evaluating both the information and its 
sources.

3.  Students synthesize main ideas to construct new concepts.

4.  Students compare new knowledge with prior knowledge to determine the value added, 
contradictions, or other unique characteristics of the information.

5.  Students determine whether the new knowledge has an impact on the individual’s value 
system and takes steps to reconcile differences.

6.  Students validate understanding and interpretation of the information through dis-
course with other individual, subject-area experts, and/or practitioners.

B.  Activity Four:

Exercise 4:  Now that you have been able to access information on (Public Company’s 
Name) and its industry, you should be able to evaluate information and its 
source critically.  Conduct a search on Google using the keywords “soft drink 
industry” or “beverage industry.”  From your search output, select one link to 
evaluate using the criteria listed in the “Evaluating Sources” handout.

Homework Assignment – Prepare a word-processed or an Excel-based response for each of 
the following requirements.

Requirement 1:  Using the “Evaluating Sources” handout as your guide, an-
swer the three questions for each of the criteria (Source, Currency, 
Scope, Content).

Requirement 2:  Based on your evaluation, decide whether or not you believe 
the source is credible.  Explain why or why not.

Instruction Module Three:  Library Training on Proper Citations and Plagiarism – A Power-
Point Presentation is prepared and used in the third library training session.  Students are also pro-
vided information for the group activity including background information, assignment instructions 
along with the minimum ratio analysis required for satisfactory completion of the project, and the 
method of evaluation.  Several library guides are made available to students through the library web-
site including a Library Tip Sheet specifically designed for this group project as well as citation guides.

Scenario Two (applicable to Activities Five through Seven done in groups of 3-4 students):

Last year, you established a retirement savings account and this year, you are interested in se-
lecting several public companies in which to invest.  You have investigated information about 
(Public Company’s Name).  Now, you are going to use this experience to investigate another 
company as a potential investment.

V.   Information Literacy Standard Four:  The information literate student, individually or as a mem-
ber of a group, uses information effectively to accomplish a specific purpose.

A.  Performance Indicators for Standard Four Relevant to Activity Five:

1.  Students apply new and prior knowledge to the planning and creation of a particular 
product or performance.

2.  Students revise the development process for the product or performance.

3.  Students communicate the product or performance effectively to others.

B.  Activity Five:

Exercise 5:   Download information on your company and industry in order to:  (1) gain an 
understanding of the past, present, and future; (2) perform detailed financial 
analysis of the company on Excel that must include a common-size balance 
sheet and income statement and ratio analysis for the most recent three years; 
and (3) assess the current state of the industry in relation to the company 
including industry ratio data on Excel for the most recent year.

Deliverable: Generate Excel worksheets to be turned in the day of your group presentation.
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VI.  Information Literacy Standard Five:  The information literate student understands many of the 
economic, legal and social issues surrounding the use of information and accesses and uses in-
formation ethically and legally.

A.  Performance Indicators for Standard Five Relevant to Activity Six:

1.  Students understand many of the ethical, legal and socioeconomic issues surrounding 
information and information technology.

2.  Students follow laws, regulations, institutional policies, and etiquette related to access 
and use of information resources.

3.  Students acknowledge the use of information sources communicating the product or 
performance.

B.  Activity Six:

Exercise 6:   Prepare a PowerPoint Presentation with your group discussing the desirability 
of investing in this company, short- and/or long-term.  In this context, assess 
the financial health of your company and your company’s industry.

Deliverable: Create a PowerPoint Presentation with appropriate citations to share your find-
ings with the rest of the class.

C.  Activity Seven:  Complete a group member evaluation and evaluate the group project as a 
learning experience.
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