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ABSTRACT

This study explores differences in students’ reading comprehension of International
Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS) in a South African financial reporting class with a
heterogeneous student cohort. Statistically significant differences were identified for prior
academic performance, language of instruction, first language and enrolment in the
Thuthuka programme. Where students, in a heterogeneous financial reporting class, require
additional interventions to develop their reading comprehension, instructors may need to
consider implementing differentiated instruction. Although this study considers South African
students, the results may be of interest in other multicultural or multilingual environments,
particularly where students also have diverse traits and backgrounds and have to

comprehend learning material in a second language.
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1. Introduction

Reading comprehension, from a teacher’s perspective, has been defined as the process
through which students apply prior knowledge and experiences when interacting with written

text in order to gain meaning and understanding from that text within a particular socio-



cultural environment (Pardo, 2004) (Figure 1). The purpose of this study is to explore
differences, in the reading comprehension of formal authoritative accounting
pronouncements, across a heterogeneous cohort of financial reporting students. Specifically,
demographic differences in South African financial reporting students’ reading

comprehension of International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS) is explored.
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Figure 1. Reading comprehension

Accounting faculty have acknowledged the importance of reading comprehension in their
students’ learning, focusing their research on students’ reading comprehension of textbooks
(Adelberg & Razek, 1984; Bargate, 2012; Cornachione, 2004; Raabe, K.C. Stevens, W.P.
Stevens, 1984). Financial reporting students studying solely from textbooks, however, risk
referring only to interpretations of IFRS, rather than mastering IFRS as the primary source
(Bargate, 2012, Janse van Rensburg, Coetzee & Schmulian, 2014). An assessment of the
students’ reading comprehension of IFRS may be necessary for effective teaching and
learning of IFRS (Janse van Rensburg et al., 2014). Limited, and mostly dated, exploration of
financial reporting students’ reading comprehension of primary sources considers selected
statements of US GAAP (Adelberg, 1982; Stead, 1977; W.P. Stevens, K.C. Stevens, Raabe,
1983), Government Accounting Standards (GASB) (Shaffer, K.T. Stevens & W.P. Stevens,

1993), Australian GAAP (Patel & Day, 1996) and more recently the International Accounting



Standards Board’s (IASB) Conceptual Framework for Financial Reporting (Framework)

(Janse van Rensburg et al., 2014).

Reading comprehension is affected by the characteristics of the text accessed by the
reader, including the content contained therein and the readability thereof (Pardo, 2004). In
terms of content, the Framework is not an IFRS and does not define standards for any
particular measurement or disclosure issue (IASB, 2010%). The purpose of the Framework is
to set out the concepts that underlie the preparation and presentation of financial statements
for external users. These concepts form the basis for the development of the detailed
principles and rules contained in an IFRS, that support the accounting treatment of particular

economic phenomena (Figure 2 and Figure 3) (Coetzee & Schmulian, 2012).
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Figure 2. Principle-Based Standard (Source: IASB, 2010°)
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Figure 3. Rules-Based Standard (Source: IASB, 2010°)

Readability of text is dependent on the word difficulty (semantic factor) and the sentence
length (syntactic factor) of that text (Williamson, 2008). Readability is passive and text-
centered and can be determined by objective readability measures, such as Flesch (Jones &
Smith, 2014). The Flesch reading ease score (FRES)® of the Framework (FRES=23) is ‘very
difficult’ to read (reading scores of less than 30) (Coetzee, Schmulian & Cloete, 2014). The
FRES of IAS 2, Inventories (FRES=33) and FRES of IAS 16, Property, Plant and Equipment
(FRES=31) are, however, ‘difficult’ to read (reading scores of between 30 and 49). Given the
differences in, inter alia, the content and readability of the text of the Framework and IFRS,
financial reporting students’ reading comprehension of the Framework may, therefore, not be
generalised to their reading comprehension of IFRS. Given the differing content and
readability of the concepts in the Framework and the prescriptive accounting principles and
rules contained in IFRS, differences in reading comprehension may be expected between the

Framework and IFRS.

' The Flesch reading ease score has long been favored as a valid measure of readability in accounting
communication literature (Stone & Parker, 2013). The score is based on the syllables per word and average
words per sentence.



Reading comprehension is also affected by the reader’s abilities, attributes and motivation
(Butcher & Kintsch, 2003; Fletcher, 1994; Narvaez, 2002; Pardo, 2004; Rayner, Foorman,
Perfetti, Pesetsky & Seidenberg, 2001). A reader’s motivation is a consequence Of their
interest, emotion and persistence in reading the text, while a reader’s abilities and attributes
are influenced by the reader’s socio-cultural environment and understanding of the world
(Pardo, 2004). A reader’s environment and understanding is formed by their culture. Culture,
broadly defined, may encompass, inter alia, gender, language and race (Coetzee, Schmulian
& Kotzé, 2014; Fletcher, 1994; Pardo, 2004; Reynolds, Taylor, Steffensen, Shirey &
Anderson, 1982), although race may be little more than biological fiction (Hammond,
Clayton & Arnold, 2009). The socio-cultural context may be further represented by an
individual’s schooling environment, as indication of the socio-economic level of the

community in which the student is situated (Coetzee, Schmulian & Kotzé, 2014).

The point at which the reader and the text interact, is the point at which meaning is
extracted from the text and comprehension occurs (Pardo, 2004). A student’s background
knowledge pertaining to the content of the text, may influence the student’s ability to
comprehend that text (Best, Rowe, Ozuru & McNamara, 2005; Butcher & Kintsh, 2003;
Compton, Miller, Elleman & Steacy, 2014; Schallert & Martin, 2003). In the comprehension
of new information, schema theory aids in the understanding of the role of an individual’s
pre-existing ideas and information (schema) developed through their own life experiences
(Anderson, 2005; McVee, Dunsmore & Gravelek, 2005; Slavin, 1988; Widmayer, 2005).
Any new information is given meaning according to how this information fits into existing
schema (Christensen, 2006; Widmayer, 2005). A positive correlation exists between a
reader’s knowledge level and reading comprehension and retention (Compton et al., 2014;
Kendeou & van den Broek, 2007). Such is the strength of this correlation that it has been

suggested that knowledge has a primary role in reading comprehension (Cain & Parrila,



2014). Consequently, background knowledge may assist even the poorest of readers in
compensating for their poor reading ability and enhance their ability to comprehend the text

(Compton et al., 2014).

Given that reading comprehension is affected by traits of the reader within a socio-cultural

context, this gives rise to the Research Question:

RQ: Are there differences in students’ reading comprehension of IFRS in a financial

reporting class with a heterogeneous student cohort?

To explore these differences, this paper expands on that of Janse van Rensburg et al.
(2014) through performing a differentiated replication? of their study of South African
financial reporting students’ reading comprehension of the Framework. The diversity of
students in South Africa provides the opportunity for such exploration. Given the increase of
culturally diverse accounting classrooms globally, the findings of this study may be of
interest in other multicultural environments, particularly where students also have diverse

traits and have to comprehend learning material in a second language.

2. Evaluating Reading Comprehension

Reading comprehension is often evaluated using the Cloze procedure (Taylor, 1953, 1956,
1957; Bormuth, 1968) across a variety of texts, for example, accounting textbooks (Raabe et
al., 1984; K.C. Stevens, K.T. Stevens & W.P. Stevens, 1993; Cornachione, 2004; Bargate,
2012), authoritative accounting pronouncements (Stevens et al., 1983; Adelberg & Razek,
1984) and a conceptual framework of accounting (Janse van Rensburg et al., 2014). The
interaction between the language competence and prior knowledge of a reader and the

authors’ intended communication forms the foundation of the Cloze procedure (Bormuth,

2 A differentiated replication is deliberate or known variation on a major aspect of a study with the aim of
extending the known range of conditions for which the result may hold true (Lindsay & Ehrenberg, 1993).
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1966). It has therefore been suggested that the Cloze procedure is the “criterion of choice”
(Klare, 1988, p.24) for assessing adult reading comprehension, as opposed to passive
measures of readability, such as Flesch, which ignore the interaction between a reader and the
text (Stevens et al., 1993). Correlations between Cloze scores and scores on other forms of
reading comprehension tests, including question answering tests, recall measures, oral
passage reading tests (L.S. Fuchs, D. Fuchs & Hamlet, 1988), mazes (Jenkins & Jewell,
1993; Williams, Ari & Santamaria, 2011) and true and false comprehension tests (Greene,
2001) demonstrate the reliability of the Cloze procedure as a measure for evaluating reading

comprehension.

There is some criticism of the Cloze procedure (Carlisle & Rice, 2004; Farr & Carey,
1986; Jones, 1997; Pearson & Hamm, 2005). It has been suggested that the Cloze procedure
is sensitive to decoding and word level processes and not higher-order comprehension
(Keenan, Betjemann & Olson, 2008; Nation & Snowling, 1997). Evidence has, however,
been presented to contest this (Gellert & Elbro, 2013; Tabatabaei & Mirzaei, 2014). Despite
the criticism, the Cloze procedure provides instructors with a “very teacher-friendly” (Chatel
2001, 3) and “very helpful” indication of their students’ general reading proficiency (Hadley
and Naaykens, 1999, 64; Klapwijk, 2013) and allows for the exploration of demographic
differences in students’ reading comprehension (Janse van Rensburg et al.,, 2014).
Diagnostically, the Cloze procedure can effectively determine how students extract the
meaning of the text from the context of a sentence or paragraph. Thereafter the same text can
be used instructionally, making the Cloze procedure a “truly multipurpose strategy” (Chatel,
2001, 3). The Cloze procedure can be applied to any type of text, as long as the text is well

written (Booth, 1998, 71).

The Cloze procedure requires the reader to complete a task that involves the ‘clozing’ of

an argument, either by selecting from three word choices in the maze format or by filling in a



blank in the open-ended format. Evidence of a high co-variance between the scoring of maze
and open-ended Cloze has been provided (Williams et al., 2011). In accounting literature,
open-ended Cloze appears to be favoured (Bargate, 2012; Cornachione, 2004; Janse van
Rensburg et al., 2014; Stevens et al., 1993). Benchmark comprehension levels for the Cloze
procedure were established by Bormuth (1968, 1969) and Rankin and Culhane (1969) (Table
1). Readers at the Independent level (scores between 58% and 100%) are able to cope with
the text without assistance. The Instructional level (scores between 44% and 57%) represents
readers who are able to cope with the text with some assistance. Readers at the Frustration

level (scores between 0% and 43%), find it difficult to cope with and access the specific text.

Table 1. Benchmark comprehension levels for the Cloze procedure

Cloze score Level
0% — 43% Frustration level — language is difficult for readers to cope with
44% — 57% Instruction level — readers are able to cope, but some assistance is required
58% — 100% Independent level — readers are able to cope with the language
(Bormuth (1968, 1969) and Rankin and Culhane (1969))
3. Method

In exploring demographic differences in financial reporting students’ reading comprehension,
this study replicated the use of the Cloze procedure adopted by Janse van Rensburg et al.
(2014). The Cloze procedure was applied to two asset-related standards IAS 2, Inventories
(1AS 2) (IASB, 2003") and IAS 16, Property, Plant and Equipment (IAS 16) (IASB, 2003°).
Assets, as an element, have conceptual primacy in financial reporting in that the definitions of
all other elements (liabilities, equity, income and expenses) are ‘anchored in the asset
definition” (Barth, 2008, p. 1167). Therefore, together with liabilities, assets are considered to
be one of the ‘building blocks’ of IFRS financial reporting (Wells, 2011). In addition, it is
submitted that the inventories and property, plant and equipment line items constitute a

material part of the asset section in many entities’ statement of financial position. These asset

8
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standards are, therefore, considered to be fundamental topics in the teaching and learning of
IFRS. Their significance in this respect is enhanced when it is considered that these two

standards also permeate through to other topics®.

Two passages of IAS 2 and IAS 16 were randomly selected from each pronouncement.
The selected passages were taken from paragraphs representing 12.8% of the total text of IAS
2 (5 of the 39 paragraphs) and 8.75% of the total text of IAS 16 (7 of the 80 paragraphs). The
length of each of these four passages was sufficient to allow fifty deletions per passage
(DuBay, 2004), where every fifth word was deleted (Alderson, 1979; Bargate, 2012; Janse
van Rensburg et al., 2014; Hartley & Trueman, 1986). The deleted words were replaced by
underlined blank spaces of equal length. The following extracts illustrate the passages, with

the deleted words indicated in italic type:

1AS 2:
Costs of conversion

The costs  of conversion of inventories ___include  costs directly related to __ the
units of production, such as direct labour. They also __include  a systematic
allocation of fixed and variable production overheads that are incurred in

converting _materials _into finished goods.
IAS 16:

Subsequent costs

Under the __recognition _ principle in paragraph 7, an entity does not recognise
in__ the carrying amount of an item of property, plant and equipment
the costs of the day-to-day servicing of the item. Rather, these costs
are recognised in profit or loss as incurred.

The passages were distributed to all the students enrolled for the first time for a financial

reporting course in which they are introduced to IFRS. This course forms part of an

® These topics include: IFRS 3, Business Combinations (1ASB, 2008); IAS 8, Accounting Policies, Changes in
Accounting Estimates and Errors (IASB, 2003°%); IAS 36, Impairment of Assets (IASB, 2003d) and IAS 40,
Investment Property (I1ASB, 2003°).



undergraduate professional accounting education programme® at a leading South African
university. IAS 2 and IAS 16 are the first IFRS’s that these students are exposed to on the
course and the passages were distributed to the students at their first contact session for these
topics. These topics are presented over the first weeks of the course. The students entering
this course have completed a ‘bookkeeping’ course during which they were exposed to
generic accounting terminology. They were not assigned any textbook reading on the
respective topics prior to completing the passages. The study’s objective was not to test the
students” memory. Written instructions on the completion of the passages were included in a
covering letter. The written instructions were supplemented by a visual demonstration thereof
by an author, being an instructor on the course, to ensure that the students thoroughly
understood the procedure (Bargate, 2012). The students were not allowed to refer to the
particular IFRS when completing the given passages. A time limit of 15 minutes per passage,
thus a total of 30 minutes per selected IFRS, was allocated for the completion of the
procedure (Janse van Rensburg et al., 2014). The Cloze procedure does not consider or allow
for the effort and motivation (or lack thereof) demonstrated by the students (Bargate, 2012).
Further, there can be no absolute assurance that all the students attempted the test with the

same commitment.
3.1 Target Population

Demographic data of the respondent students (n=375, 87%) were collected simultaneously
with the completion of the passages. The demographic profile of these respondents is
illustrated in Figure 4. Despite South Africans communicating in any of 11 official

languages® at home (first language), instruction at university level is only in Afrikaans®

4 . A . . .. . . .
For purposes of this paper, ‘professional accounting education’ is defined as accounting programmes, which
have as their primary objective the graduating of students who qualify to enter the professional accountancy
examinations of a professional accounting body.

> The 11 official South African languages spoken at home are Afrikaans, English and 9 African languages
(Sesotho, isizulu, isiXhosa, Setswana, isiNdbele, Siswati, TshiVenda, XiTsonga and Sepedi).
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and/or English. The language of instruction for this course is either Afrikaans (n=111) or
English (n=264). The Afrikaans instruction group comprises exclusively of Afrikaans first
language students from the White (n=110) and Other’ (n=1) population groups. The students
receiving instruction in English consist of African (n=150), White (n=79) or Other (n=35)
students, who speak either English (n=138), Afrikaans (n=21) or an African'’ language
(n=105) as a first language. Course materials and components (e.g. tutorials, textbooks and
assessments) are generally available in both Afrikaans and English. IFRS is, however, not
translated into Afrikaans or any of the African first languages. All students are expected to
study from the English version of IFRS as their primary source. It is therefore particularly
important to explore the English second language students’ reading comprehension of their
primary study source. Accordingly, the selected passages from IFRS were provided to all
students in English, as is customary in their education process, regardless of the student’s first

or instruction language.

The respondent students have entered the university from secondary schools situated in
differing socio-economic environments. The South African government assigns a poverty
score® to schools, categorising the schools into quintiles. Quintile 5 represents schools
situated in higher socio-economic communities, while quintile 1-4 represents poorer
communities. Although the racial divides of the country’s past have been erased, the legacy
of Apartheid remains evident in that the lower quintile schools generally remain poorly

resourced and underfunded former African schools, while quintile 5 represents well-

® Afrikaans is a West Germanic language which is spoken natively in South Africa; with approximately six
million native speakers in South Africa, or 13.3 per cent of the population, it is the third most spoken mother
tounge in the country (De Swaan, 2001).

’ The Other population group comprises of Asian, Chinese, Indian and Mixed-race students. The Mixed-race
population group originates from at least five different paternal and maternal populations (Khoisan, Bantus,
Europeans, Indians, and Southeast Asians).

® The poverty score is calculated with reference to the average household income dependency ratio and the
literacy rate of the community (HSRC, 2009). This poverty score determines the government funding
received by the school in terms of the South African Schools Act (84/1996).

11
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Figure 4. Demographic profile

resourced and funded former White schools. These quintiles therefore largely continue to
reflect the quality of the education provided (Coetzee, Schmulian & Kotzé, 2014; K.
Sartorius & B. Sartorius, 2013; Spaull, 2013). The majority of students (n=294) attended
quintile 5 schools®. 68 students achieved a distinction in the first year ‘bookkeeping’ course.
Some students (n=62) have received additional academic assistance in the form of the
Thuthuka special support programme. This programme, funded primarily by the accounting

profession in South Africa, offers students from disadvantaged communities, financial

® 26 students did not complete this information, therefore n=349 for this variable.
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support and academic interventions, including additional exposure to financial literacy (see
Barac, 2015). Further, 115 students have attended a reading course™® while 260 have not.

Finally, female students (n=220) were in the majority.

3.2 Regression

In response to the Research Question, an exploratory ordinary least-squares (OLS) regression
was used to simultaneously explore the association between several demographic variables
and reading comprehension (RC). The demographic variables explored in this study are first
language (FirstLang), language of instruction (InstructLang), population group (PopGroup),
school quintile (SchoolHigh), prior academic performance (AcadPerf), enrolment in the
Thuthuka programme (Thuthuka), the attendance or not of a reading course (ReadCourse)
and gender (Gender).

RC = a + BiFirstLangAfrik + RyFirstLangAfric + RslnstructLang + R4PopGroupAfric +
RsPopGroupOth + BgSchoolHigh + 3;AcadPerf + BgThuthuka + BsReadCourse + B,,Gender + &

RC is the students’ reading comprehension, as the dependent variable, and represents the
students’ Cloze reading comprehension scores. FirstLangAfrik equals 1 for Afrikaans first
language and O for not Afrikaans first language. Similarly, FirstLangAfric equals 1 for
African first language and 0 for not African first language. The coefficients indicate whether
the reading comprehension scores for these groups of students are different to the English
first language students (FirstLangAfrik and FirstLangAfric both equal 0). Readers have
demonstrated lower reading comprehension when reading in their second language as
apposed to their first language (Bargate, 2012; Janse van Rensburg et al., 2014; Pasquarella,

Gottardo & Grant, 2012). A negative relationship is therefore expected between first

1% students may voluntarily attend reading courses with the intention of, inter alia, increasing their reading
speed, comprehension, concentration, retention and recall skills. Reading courses usually involve the
assessment of current reading speed and comprehension levels together with the identification of poor
reading habits. The outcome of such a course usually results in an increase in reading speed and
comprehension levels as well as the introduction of improved reading habits (Janse van Rensburg et al.,
2014).
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language (FirstLang) and the Cloze reading comprehension scores. However, regardless of
the first language of communication, receiving instruction in the language of the document to
be read may enhance reading comprehension (Janse van Rensburg et al., 2014). InstructLang
equals 1 if students receive instruction in English and InstructLang equals O if students
receive instruction in Afrikaans. A positive relationship is expected between language of
instruction (InstructLang) and the Cloze reading comprehension scores. There were no
expectations for the signs of the coefficients for the population group (PopGroup) variables,
being African, White and Other. PopGroupAfric equals 1 for African students and O for not
African students. Similarly, PopGroupOth equals 1 for Other population students and O for
not Other population students. The coefficients indicate whether the reading comprehension
scores for these groups of students are different when compared to the White students
(PopGroupAfric and PopGroupOth both equal 0). SchoolHigh equals 1 for students who
attended schools assigned to quintile 5. This coefficient indicates whether the Cloze reading
comprehension scores for students from quintile 5 schools are different from those students
who attended quintile 1-4 schools (SchoolHigh equals 0). Quintile 5 schools are better
resourced, in terms of, for example, computers, library books and teachers, providing greater
opportunity for the development of literacy skills (Bhorat & Oosthuizen, 2008). A positive
relationship is therefore expected between the schooling environment (SchoolHigh) and the
Cloze reading comprehension scores. The proxy used for prior academic performance
(AcadPerf) is the students’ percentage mark for their first year ‘bookkeeping’ course. AsS
background knowledge may influence reading comprehension, the sign of the coefficient for
AcadPerf is expected to be positive. Thuthuka equals 1 for students that are enrolled in the
Thuthuka programme. A positive relationship was expected between the enrolment in the
Thuthuka programme and the Cloze reading comprehension scores. A positive relationship is

further expected between the reading course attendance (ReadCourse) and Cloze reading
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comprehension scores (Janse van Rensburg et al., 2014) (ReadCourse equals 1 if a reading
course has been attended and ReadCourse equals 0 if no reading course has been attended). A
positive relationship is also expected between gender and the students’ Cloze reading
comprehension scores (Gender equals 1 for female and 0 for male). Female students’ reading
comprehension may generally exceed that of their male counterparts (Bray & Barron, 2003;
Broom & Jewson, 2013; Janse van Rensburg et al., 2014), although some association
between gender and age has been suggested. Females demonstrate better reading
comprehension as children or adolescents (Logan & Johnston, 2010; Lynn & Mikk, 2009),
while gender differences in reading comprehension for adults appear less pronounced

(Hannon, 2014; Hyde & Linn, 1988).

4. Results and Discussion

The mean Cloze reading comprehension score™ for the selected IFRS’s, namely IAS 2 and
IAS 16, is at the Instructional level (M=54.07; sd=8.024) (Figure 5). Analysis of the
distribution of the score revealed that 53.6% of the students read at the Instructional level,
whilst 36.5% read at the Independent level. Similar results were reported for the Framework
(Janse van Rensburg et al., 2014). The majority of the respondent students may therefore
require some assistance to access and decode the content of the selected IFRS’s, preceding

the development of their ability to evaluate, critique and apply the content thereof.

The results of the exploratory multivariate analysis (Table 2), suggest that the variables for
prior academic performance (t-statistic=6.954; p=0.000), Afrikaans first language (t-

statistic=-1.684; p=0.093), language of instruction (t-statistic=1.923; p=0.055), and enrolment

" The results are reported for the total Cloze reading comprehension scores of IAS 2 and IAS 16 combined. The
results between the separate passages within each of these standards and between the standards are highly
correlated (untabulated) with no statistically significant difference in the mean scores of each passage
(untabulated). The results for each standard are also highly correlated to the total combined Cloze reading
comprehension score (untabulated).
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in the Thuthuka programme (t-statistic=-2.511; p=0.013) are statistically significant in
differentiating between the mean Cloze reading comprehension scores within each of these
demographic groups. The results confirm the expectation for the direction of the association

in each instance, with the exception of the Thuthuka programme.

The statistically significant association, between prior academic performance (as proxy for
background knowledge) and the reading comprehension score, offers support for literature
that suggests background knowledge is important to achieve a deeper understanding of text
(Cain & Parrila, 2014; Compton et al., 2014) and extends these findings to financial reporting
education. Students that achieved a distinction in the prior year ‘bookkeeping’ course, scored
a mean of 58.14, compared to a mean of 53.17 scored by students who did not achieve a
distinction. The majority of distinction students read at the Independent level, while 32% of
the non-distinction students scored at this level.

As illustrated in Figure 6, the difference between the mean score of those students
receiving instruction in Afrikaans (M=51.21) and those receiving instruction in English
(M=55.27) is statistically significant. Within the English instruction group, there are English,
African and Afrikaans first language students. The mean score of the English first language
students (M=56.64) does not differ statistically from the mean score of the African first
language students (M=53.72), but does, however, differ statistically from the mean score of
the total Afrikaans first language students (M=51.66). The majority of the Afrikaans first
language students are in the Afrikaans instruction group. Therefore, despite African and
Afrikaans students reading the document not in their first language, receiving instruction in

English appears to assist the African students’ reading comprehension of IFRS.
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Instruction language

Afrikaans language of instruction | p=0.05 «| English language of instruction
(M=51.21) (M=55.27)

/
N

First language

Afrikaans first Afrikaans first
language

(M=51.66)
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(M=54.02)
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African first

language
(M=53.72)

Figure 6. Interaction between instruction language and first language

Students enrolled in the Thuthuka programme were exposed to additional interventions at
first year level. However, these students’ mean score (M=53.02) is still significantly lower
than the mean score of students not enrolled in the Thuthuka programme (M=54.27). The aim
of the Thuthuka programme is to assist students from disadvantaged backgrounds in their
education towards qualifying as professional accountants. Their lower mean reading
comprehension score may suggest that despite the assistance provided throughout the first
year ‘bookkeeping’ course, continued support in the development of the students’ reading

comprehension of IFRS is required during the introductory course to IFRS.
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The gender, population, school quintile, and reading course variables were not statistically
significantly associated with the reading comprehension score. The mean score of female
students (M=54.70) was, however, higher than the mean score of male students (M=53.16),
as predicted. The 36 students in the Other population group had a mean score of 55.54,
compared to African students (M=54.24) and White students (M=53.65). Contributing to the
White students’ mean score being less than the African students’ mean score, is that 132 of
the 189 White students were Afrikaans first language students. Students from quintile 5
schools had a mean score of 53.93, compared to a mean score of 53.32 for students from
quintile 1-4 schools'?. 10% of the students from quintile 5 schools read at the Frustration
level, compared to 13% of the students from quintile 1-4 schools. Also, more students from
quintile 5 schools (37%) read at the Independent level than students from quintile 1-4 schools
(33%). In contrast with the finding by Janse van Rensburg et al. (2014), attendance of a
reading course was not statistically significantly associated with an increased reading
comprehension. Students who had attended a reading course and those who had not, scored a

mean of 54.

2 Quintile 1 to 4 schools were combined, as the individual quintiles were too small to allow for meaningful
statistical analysis.
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Table 2. Regression analysis results

Prediction Beta t-statistic ~ Significance

Variables
Constant 34.320 9.821 .000
First language

African - -.060 -.041 .967

Afrikaans - -2.983 -1.684 .093*
Language of instruction + 3.390 1.923 .055*
Population

African +/- -2.406 -1.490 137

Other +/- -1.436 -.951 .342
School quintile + .354 .305 761
Prior academic performance + .301 6.954 .000***
Thuthuka + -3.405 -2.511 .013**
Reading course + -.304 -.347 729
Gender + 1.139 1.430 154

*p<0.10; ** p <0.05; *** p < 0.01
Adjusted R?=0.188

F-statistic = 9.071 (p=0.000)

No multicollinearity problems existed.

Variable definitions:
First language
African = 1 for African, O for not African;
Afrikaans = 1 for Afrikaans, 0 for not Afrikaans;
Language of instruction = 1 for English, 0 for Afrikaans;
Population group
African = 1 for African, 0 for not African;
Other = 1 for Other, 0 for not Other;
School quintile = 1 for Quintile 5, 0 for Quintiles 1-4;
Prior academic performance = Percentage mark achieved in ‘bookkeeping’ course;
Thuthuka = 1 for Thuthuka, 0 for not Thuthuka;
Reading course = 1 for reading course attended, 0 for no reading course attended,;
Gender = 1 for female, 0 for male.

5. Developing Reading Comprehension

Although a full discussion of developing reading comprehension is beyond the scope of this
study, where comprehension difficulties are identified, instructors need to distinguish

between ‘language-based comprehension difficulties’, including those experienced by
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students acquiring English as a second language (Janse van Rensburg et al., 2014; Zoghi,
Musthapa, Rizan & Maasum, 2010) and ‘background knowledge-based comprehension
difficulties’, for example where students do not have the necessary knowledge to form the
required inferences needed to comprehend text (Compton et al., 2014; Elbro & Buch-lverson,

2013).

5.1 Language-based Comprehension Problems

In addressing language-based comprehension problems, such as those possibly faced by the
Afrikaans students in this study, instructors may consider explicit instruction of, inter alia,
grammar and language rules (Koda, 2010). Instructors may need to make a concerted effort to
integrate the explicit teaching of words and phrases during class discussions or through
writing assignments (Duke, Pearson, Strachan & Billman, 2011; NAS, 2012). Alternatively, a
more subtle approach may be adopted to implicitly develop students’ language skills
(DeKeyser, 2003; Stanat, Becker, Baumert, Liidtke & Eckhardt, 2012). Implicit development
may, for example, occur through encouraging students to read the financial press (Janse van
Rensburg et al., 2014). It is widely believed that the more you read, the better you read (Duke
et al., 2011; Guthrie, 2004). To increase the volume of reading experiences by accounting
students, instructors may provide different additional accounting texts to their students.
Developing the skill of decoding could also elevate students’ reading comprehension
(NAS, 2012). Focused classroom discussions or videos (Duke et al., 2011; Lei, Rhinehart,
Howard & Cho, 2010; IFRS Rookies, 2015) on specific topics could develop this skill. For
example, instructors may read complex sections from IFRS and subsequently explain its
meaning and context. An example of a paragraph from IAS 16 addressed in a video, together

with a visual representation thereof, is included in Figure 7.
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Slide 1:
IAS 16, PROPERTY, PLANT AND EQUIPMENT
Revaluations (par 39-40)

39 If an asset's carrying amount is a result of a
revaluation, [Refer. paragraph 3 he—ificrease shall be

recognised in other comprehensive income and accumulated in
equity under the heading of revaluation surplus. However, the
increase shall be recognised in profit or loss to the extent that it
reverses a revaluation decreaSe of Ihe same asset previously

recognised in profit or loss.

40 If an asset's carrying amount iss a result of a
revaluation, [Refer: paragraph 31 e—decrease shall be
recognised in profit or loss. However, the decrease shall be
recognised in other comprehensive income to the extent of any
credit balance existing in the revaluation surplus in respect of
that asset. The decrease recognised in other comprehensive
income reduces the amount accumulated in equity under the
heading of revaluation surplus.

Slide 2:
IAS 16, PROPERTY, PLANT AND EQUIPMENT
Revaluations (par39-40)

Surplus /
Deficit \

Recognise through other
Surplus comprehensive income

Recognise through other
comprehensive income

Recognise in
profit or loss

Recognise in
profit or loss

AN

Figure 7. Reading comprehension of 1AS 16.39 and 40 (adapted and emphasis added) (Source: IFRS
Rookies, 2015)

5.2 Background Knowledge-based Comprehension Problems

In developing reading comprehension, poor language skills may be compensated for by
elevating students’ background knowledge (Compton et al., 2014; Kim & Anderson, 2011;
Lei et al., 2010). Instructors may need to consider whether students’ background knowledge
is inadequate (Hirsch, 2003), is wrong - resulting in erroneous interpretation and poor
memory (Kendeou & van den Broek, 2007), or if the student has the relevant background

knowledge but is unable to use it (Oakhill & Cain, 2007; Elbro & Buch-Iversen, 2013). The
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latter presents a particular challenge to instructors to identify and, if necessary, remedy. Two
interventions to consider for background knowledge-based comprehension development are
content instruction and strategy instruction (McKeown, Beck & Blake, 2009). Content
instruction employs open, meaning-based questions about the text, to focus students’
attention on the content (McKeown et al., 2009). Strategy instruction teaches students
specific procedures to employ during the reading of text to guide their access to the text
(McKeown et al., 2009) and may include making use of concept mapping or encoding in the
process of summarising key concepts (Kim & Anderson, 2011). An example of such a

concept map of IAS 16 is included in Figure 8.

IAS 16, PROPERTY, PLANT AND EQUIPMENT
Concept mapping
| RECOGNITION | | MEASUREMENT |
Initial Subsequent Initial Subsequent
. g{-rrp:-rarta - Replace @mCost CHOICE
- Spare parts COMponants - Elements of
« Safety costs « Inzpections D:.E,r{ mee ‘_,,"'/’\-"‘-‘_‘_.
. Er:.'if-:urrrart,al » Day-to-day « Diefarmred COST REV
sosts settiement MODEL MODEL
: E}Lir{f‘rrftr’ - Depreciation « Fair valus
PRESENTATION AMD "5:5_:3?-,;5 ' E_rt‘?‘r'ﬁa'r i NHC_ "'E“IG_HC
DISCLOSURE =stimate © | el
l + Reaslization of
surplus
- 5FPF
= SPLOCI
- 5CE
= Maotes
- 5CF

Figure 8. Concept map of IAS 16 (Source: IFRS Rookies, 2015)

5.3 Differentiated Instruction

The generalised application of a particular intervention in a heterogeneous class may not be
appropriate to develop reading comprehension. As reading comprehension is dependent on a
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reader’s individual attributes and abilities, instructors may need to embrace differentiated
instruction. Differentiated instruction is an approach that assumes there is a diversity of
students in every classroom and all those students can be reached if a variety of methods and
activities are used (Tomlinson, 2000). It is a changed instruction method that assists students
with diverse academic needs and learning styles to master the same challenging academic
content (Tomlinson, 2000). It involves varying materials, teaching processes and assessments
to meet specific student groupings’ needs and learning styles (Good, 2006). The purpose of
differentiated instruction is to ensure that all students, regardless of the level of diversity,
achieve a similar outcome (Good, 2006).

In a financial reporting class with a heterogeneous cohort, where differences in reading
comprehension abilities have been identified between demographic groupings, the adoption
of differentiated instruction could be meaningful for purposes of developing each
demographic grouping’s particular reading comprehension. For example, interventions that
could, inter alia, be implemented for the reported student cohort, include language-based
comprehension interventions for the Afrikaans students and background knowledge-based

comprehension interventions for the students with poorer prior academic performance.

6. Conclusion

This study explores differences in students’ reading comprehension of IFRS in a South
African financial reporting class with a heterogeneous student cohort. Using the Cloze
procedure, the combined mean reading comprehension score for IAS 2 and IAS 16 was found
to be at the Instructional level. Students reading at this, or the Frustration level, may require
assistance to access and decode the content of IFRS. Reading comprehension is influenced by
several factors, including the reader’s background knowledge and experience. Accordingly
this study investigated, through an exploratory multivariate analysis, the association between

the students’ demographic profiles and their reading comprehension scores. The results
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thereof suggest that prior academic performance, language of instruction, first language and
enrolment in the Thuthuka programme are statistically significant in differentiating between
the mean Cloze reading comprehension scores of the students. The gender, population, school
quintile, and reading course variables were not statistically significantly associated with the
mean Cloze reading comprehension scores. The result of this study suggest that where
students, in a heterogeneous financial reporting class, require additional assistance to develop
their reading comprehension, instructors may need to consider implementing differentiated
instruction.

This study does not aim to provide a conclusive indication of financial reporting students’
reading comprehension of IFRS. Further, reading comprehension is a complex construct,
which may be influenced by several elements (Klapwijk, 2013). The investigation of
additional variables, which may influence the financial reporting students’ reading
comprehension of IFRS, is encouraged. Alternative assessments of reading comprehension
may also be employed. Enquiries may also further consider the application of interventions,
such as content instruction or strategy instruction, in the financial reporting classroom, as a
remedy for any reading comprehension difficulties that students may experience in reading

IFRS.
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