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Abstract

Digital creativity, the use of digital tools and technologies to explore creative ideas and new
ways of displaying your ideas, research or work, is emerging as an important competency
for graduates across many disciplines. The development of digital creativity competency in
domains traditionally perceived as being less creative, including the accounting profession,
has yet to be explored. This study reports on the use of an authentic assessment for learning
to develop students’ digital creativity in an undergraduate competency-based accounting
course. It documents the design and development of the assessment and analyses the
students’ digital creative outputs as well as lived experiences. Although many of the outputs
were at a lower level of digital creativity, most of the students appear to have experienced
the process positively and gained insight into their course material and need for digital
creativity in accounting. The design of the authentic assessment can inform the
development of similar assessments in other disciplinary settings.

Keywords: Authentic assessment; digital creativity; social constructivism; competency-
based education

Introduction

This study reports on the use of an authentic assessment to develop students’ digital
creativity in an undergraduate competency-based accounting course. In particular, this
study documents the design and development of the assessment and analyses the students’
digital creative outputs and their reflections on developing these outputs.

The twenty first century workplace is undergoing significant transformation as a result of
the Fourth Industrial Revolution (Gray 2016; Schwab 2016; Tan and Laswad 2018): ‘how we
communicate with one another, interact with government, purchase goods and services,
and consume and create media’ is all changing as a result of digital technology (ECDL
Foundation 2012, 1). Individuals without the necessary digital competencies risk redundancy
(Greene, Yu, and Copeland 2014; Van Laar et al. 2017; Tan and Laswad 2018;

Feintzeig 2020). Creativity is another of the most needed competencies in the twenty first
century workplace (World Economic Forum 2018). Creativity is the ‘ability to see new
opportunities, to produce original ideas, to flexibly adapt to changing situations, and to
apply one’s imagination to solve complex problems’ (Puccio 2017).

At the intersection of digital technology and creativity is the emerging domain of digital
creativity (Lee and Chen 2015). Digital creativity is the use of ‘digital tools and technologies
to explore creative ideas and new ways of displaying your ideas, research, or work’
(University of York 2019, 1). Digital creativity involves the use of digital technology to open



up new ways of thinking, to create new juxtapositions and ways of communicating data and
historical materials (Lee and Chen 2015; University of York 2019). While digital creativity has
been explored from the perspective of domains traditionally perceived as creative, such as
computer-generated artwork and music and the creative use of blogs and social network
sites (Lee and Chen 2015), it has not yet been explored in the accounting domain, that is
traditionally perceived as lacking creativity. Integrating the development of students’ digital
creativity into accounting courses should better prepare these students for the dynamic and
fluid twenty first century workplace.

Digital creativity in accounting

Accountants are expected to be competent critical thinkers and problem-solvers, and to be
creative and innovative in their critical thinking and problem solving (Baril et al. 1998;
Saemann and Crooker 1999; Lawson et al. 2014; Pinho 2015; Birkey and Hausserman 2019;
Powell et al. 2020). Despite these expectations, creativity is not conventionally associated
with accounting, as the subject is often labelled as narrow and boring (Mladenovic 2000;
Carnegie and Napier 2010; Krom and Williams 2011; Bryant, Stone, and Wier 2011;
McGowan 2012, Rossetto and Chapple 2019). Stereotypically, accounting is perceived as the
processing of black and white historical data and information according to stringent rules,
with right or wrong answers (Pathways Commission 2015). In reality, accountants are,
however, expected to exercise judgement in solving complex problems and communicating
useful data and information about complex economic events to users of that data (Figure 1)
(Pathways Commission 2015).
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Figure 1. The perception and reality of accounting (Pathways Commission 2015).



The data and information that is communicated by accountants in the form of a company’s
financial reports is powerful, as it has the potential to impact investing or lending decisions
and provide legitimacy to organisations (Hines 1988; Deegan and Unerman 2006). While
these financial reports have traditionally been paper-based and presented in black and
white, digital technology is opening up new ways of communicating useful data and
information for decision making, and creating new opportunities for presenting and
juxtaposing additional data and information in ways not previously possible (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Paper-based versus digital financial reports.

(Source: https://www.bmwgroup.com/en/investor-relations/financial-reports.html)

It is, however, submitted that the teaching of accounting, and the related research that
informs this teaching, continues to focus on black and white paper-based financial reports,
as opposed to more digital creative approaches. This study, therefore, provides a detailed
description of the design, development and facilitation of an authentic assessment for
learning in a competency-based accounting course, requiring students to be digitally
creative in presenting their ideas, research and work and reports on the students’ outputs
and their lived experiences of the assessment.

Authentic assessment in competency-based accounting education

Assessment plays an important role in competency-based education (Boud and

Falchikov 2006; Osborne, Dunne, and Farrand 2013; Ashford-Rowe, Herrington, and

Brown 2014; Harris et al. 2017; Villarroel et al. 2020). Competency-based assessment
facilitates learning (Boud and Falchikov 2006; Ashford-Rowe, Herrington, and Brown 2014)
and provides certification of achievement to society, as an indicator of being competent to
function independently in the real world (Boud and Falchikov 2006). Despite accounting
education’s transition to competency-based education (Abbasi 2013; Borgonovo, Friedrich,
and Wells 2019), it is submitted that assessment in accounting education continues to be
characterised by the high stakes summative assessment of knowledge for certification



purposes rather than competency-based assessment (Wilson 2011; Coetzee and
Schmulian 2012; Venter and De Villiers 2013). Summative assessments are often isolated
from the real world and based on fictitious, and often over-simplified, cases (Boud 2000;
Gulikers, Bastiaens, and Kirschner 2006; Siddiq, Gochyyev, and Wilson 2017; Wiewiora and
Kowalkiewicz 2019). Consequently, these assessments rarely facilitate learning and the
development of graduate competencies and there is, therefore, an urgent need to change
the nature of assessment (Boud 1990; Brown 2005; Van Der Vleuten and Schuwirth 2005)
from purely summative approaches to competency-based assessments for learning
(Schuwirth and Van der Vleuten 2011; Villarroel et al. 2018), incorporating authentic
assessment tasks (Cumming and Maxwell 1999; Gulikers, Bastiaens, and Kirschner 2004;
Frank et al. 2010; Harris et al. 2010; Ashford-Rowe, Herrington, and Brown 2014; Siddiq,
Gochyyev, and Wilson 2017; Powell et al. 2020; Villarroel et al. 2020).

Situated learning theorists (Collins 1988; Lave and Wenger 1991) and constructivists
(Vygotsky 1978) both acknowledge that learning and constructing new knowledge and
competencies should occur in authentic real-world contexts (Brown, Collins, and

Duguid 1989). Authentic assessment tasks represent the constructive alignment of teaching,
learning and assessment within the context of the real world and allow students to
construct new knowledge and develop the competencies necessary in the workplace
(Ashford-Rowe, Herrington, and Brown 2014; Vos 2015; James and Casidy 2018;

Farrell 2020; Powell et al. 2020; Sotiriadou et al. 2020). Through engaging with the practical
problems, challenges and complexities that students are likely to encounter in the
workplace, they can develop the competencies needed for the workplace (Gulikers,
Bastiaens, and Kirschner 2006; Gulikers et al. 2008; Adie, Hee, and Wharton 2010;

Maxwell 2012; Villarroel et al. 2020) and enhance their employability (Ashford-Rowe,
Herrington, and Brown 2014; Villarroel et al. 2018; Wiewiora and Kowalkiewicz 2019).

The assessment

The assessment for learning, designed and developed in this study, is one of many
assessments in a ‘program of assessments’ (Schuwirth and Van der Vleuten 2011)
administered throughout an academic year in an accounting course. Given the pressure to
prepare students for the high stakes summative professional assessment at the culmination
of their studies (Venter and De Villiers 2013), many of the assessments in this accounting
course, and those preceding it, remain high stakes, pen-and-paper, summative assessments
of learning requiring highly technical and rule-based answers (Coetzee and

Schmulian 2012; 2013). However, as summative assessments of learning do not necessarily
equip students for all the challenges that they might face in the workplace, an authentic
assessment for learning was developed for inclusion in the targeted course’s program of
assessments.

Learning outcome

As a first step in the development of the authentic assessment, the learning outcome for
this assessment was stated as:



Given a real-world company’s publicly available financial information, students will
identify and communicate faithfully represented and relevant financial information
in respect of that company in a digital creative way to users of that financial
information.

Guided by this learning outcome, this assessment required the students to collaboratively
research The Coca-Cola Company and identify any particular aspects, of interest to them,
that would be considered relevant to users of the financial report of the company and that
can be faithfully represented. The Coca-Cola Company is a well-known and established
brand, considered to be sufficiently researchable. The economic events associated with this
business are not expected to be distant from the students’ frame of reference, as most
students will be able to relate to it. The students were then required to synthesise and
communicate, to potential users of the company’s financial report, the results of their
research through a digital creative output. This output should enhance the communication
of financial information currently evident on the financial reporting section of the
company’s website, which is largely text based (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Extract from the financial reporting section of The Coca-Cola Company website.

(Source: https://investors.coca-colacompany.com/financial-information)

Design and development of the assessment

The design and development of the authentic assessment was informed by the eight critical
design elements of an authentic assessment, proposed by Ashford-Rowe, Herrington, and
Brown (2014) (Table 1). Application of these elements should assist in designing an
assessment that demonstrates fidelity and authenticity (Forsyth and Evans 2019).



Table 1. Critical design elements of authentic assessment (Ashford-Rowe, Herrington, and

Brown 2014).

1. To what extent does the assessment activity challenge the assessed student?

2. Is a performance or product, required as a final assessment outcome?

3. Does the assessment activity require that transfer of learning has occurred, by means of demonstration of skill?

4. Does the assessment aclivity require that metacognilion is demonstrated, by means of a critical reflection,
self-assessment or evaluation?

5. Does the assessmenl require a product or performance that could be recognised as authentic by a client or
stakeholder?

6. Is fidelity required in the assessment environment? And the assessment tools (actual or simulated)?

/. Does the assessment aclivity require discussion and feedback?

8. Does the assessment activity require that students collaborate?

To what extent does the assessment activity challenge the assessed student?

Challenge is an important factor in the learning process (Hattie 2012). Too great a challenge
may demotivate students, while too little challenge may disengage learners (Larmer,
Mergendoller, and Boss 2015). Determining the optimal level of challenge for a diverse
student cohort is, therefore, difficult and determining this level is a matter of professional
judgement for the instructor (Larmer, Mergendoller, and Boss 2015). Several different
elements contributed to the challenge of this particular assessment. Firstly, the concept of
digital creativity was new to the students and had not been addressed with the students
during their preceding formal undergraduate education. Secondly, little structure was
provided to the students; for example, the scope of financial information to include in the
students’ required output was left entirely at the discretion of the students. The students
were also not provided with any exemplars with regards to the output required. This
allowed the students an opportunity to showcase their own ideas (To and Carless 2016), but
did increase the level of challenge. Lastly, given the high stakes individualistic nature of their
undergraduate degree programme, collaboration in a team may present a further challenge
for the students, as they rarely are exposed to collaborative work (Schmulian and

Coetzee 2019).

Is a performance, or product, required as a final assessment outcome?

Most work done by students at university is confined to notebooks, files or online folders.
An authentic assessment provides an opportunity for students to develop a product that
could potentially be shared beyond these notebooks, files and folders (Larmer,
Mergendoller, and Boss 2015). Students may perceive such an assessment as more
authentic and consequential than a graded paper that is simply filed away (Larmer,
Mergendoller, and Boss 2015). The students were, therefore, required to develop a digital
creative output using any available digital software, applications or solutions that could
assist them to potentially present the product of their research to the users of The Coca-
Cola Company’s financial report.



Does the assessment activity require that transfer of learning has occurred, by means of

demonstration of skill?

An authentic assessment should support the idea that knowledge and skills learnt in one
area can be applied within another, often unrelated, area (Ashford-Rowe, Herrington, and
Brown 2014). In the instance of this assessment, the students were required to transfer
their knowledge of financial reporting, which had to date been applied in presenting black
and white paper-based financial reports, to an alternative digital creative medium. Given
that this medium is unrelated to the students’ course content, the students were referred to
the Substitution Augmentation Modification Redefinition (SAMR) model. The SAMR model,
represented as a ladder, is a four-level approach to selecting, using and evaluating
technology in education (Puentedura 2014; Hamilton, Rosenberg, and Akcaoglu 2016). The
purpose of suggesting the SAMR model was to inform and guide the students’ technology
integration efforts, and to discourage students from submitting a purely digitised output, as
opposed to a fully digital creative output — that demonstrates a higher level of digital
integration.

Does the assessment activity require that metacognition is demonstrated, by means of a

critical reflection, self-assessment or evaluation?

Reflection is widely acknowledged as a means to enable students to extend their learning
experiences beyond the classroom and is regarded as a critical element of authentic
assessment (Ashford-Rowe, Herrington, and Brown 2014). When reflection is applied to an
individual’s own thinking process, this is referred to as metacognition. In a professional real-
world workplace, the ability to reflect, evaluate and self-monitor thoughts and tasks is
critical to independent work performance (Ashford-Rowe, Herrington, and Brown 2014).
The students were, therefore, encouraged to formally reflect on their individual learning as
part of the assessment process, utilising the reflection instrument of Schmulian and Coetzee
(2019).

Does the assessment require a product or performance that could be recognised as

authentic by a client or stakeholder?

Authenticity is a complex concept, but it’s generally synonymous with making a learning
experience as ‘real’ as possible (Larmer, Mergendoller, and Boss 2015). Authenticity can be
addressed in four thinkable ways, possibly at the same time (Strobel et al. 2013). Firstly,
context authenticity requires authentic assessments or activities to resemble real life
experiences (Strobel et al. 2013). This assighment included a suspension of reality and
required the students to take the role of an accountant responsible for aspects of the
financial reporting of The Coca-Cola Company. Secondly, task authenticity requires students
to make decisions in practical contexts (Strobel et al. 2013), such as those that the students
were required to make by the unstructured problem posed to them. Thirdly, the assessment
may strive for impact authenticity which requires that the product of the authentic
assessment should potentially have an impact on a real-world audience (Strobel et al. 2013),



such as potentially influencing the decisions of users of the financial information presented
by The Coca-Cola Company. Lastly an authentic assessment may have personal or value
authenticity in that the assessment makes the experience authentic on a personal level for
the students (Strobel et al. 2013) through, for example, allowing the students to engage
with content or a task that is personally valued by them.

Is fidelity required in the assessment environment? And the assessment tools (actual or

simulated)?

In designing an authentic assessment, the instructor should consider the fidelity of the
environment within which the assessment is to occur, as well as the use of any tools that
would be considered appropriate to this environment (Ashford-Rowe, Herrington, and
Brown 2014). Therefore, to what extent would reality need to be suspended and to what
degree would an authentic real-world environment and tools need to be simulated. In
reporting actual financial information of The Coca-Cola Company, reality is suspended to the
extent that students play the role of an accountant for The Coca-Cola Company. However,
very little simulation was required beyond this, as students were required to use actual
financial information of The Coca-Cola Company and to present this information in a digital
creative manner using universally available digital software and applications.

Does the assessment activity require discussion and feedback?

The ability to discuss and give and receive feedback is critical to workplace performance,
and should, therefore, be included in an authentic assessment activity (Ashford-Rowe,
Herrington, and Brown 2014). Team members represent one of the apparent sources of
feedback in student learning teams and peer feedback can enhance teamwork processes
(Schmulian and Coetzee 2019), therefore, this assessment was designed to be collaborative
with student teams working together to develop the digital creative output. In addition to
peer feedback, at the conclusion of the assessment, the instructors provided holistic
feedback on the assessment. The digital creative outputs of the highest scoring student
teams were showcased, debated and discussed. As part of the instructor feedback,
exemplars of digital creative financial reports of current real-world companies were also
provided to the students (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Exemplars.

Does the assessment activity require that students collaborate?

Team assessment places the emphasis on authentic interactions and teamwork and
students learning to collaborate (Schmulian and Coetzee 2019), which is an indispensable
skill in the modern workplace (Ashford-Rowe, Herrington, and Brown 2014). To encourage
authenticity, students were clustered into teams based on their prior academic achievement
in the course. Teams were formed by randomly selecting students from these clusters to
form teams of approximately five students. Each team included academically stronger and
weaker students. Students were not cognisant of how these teams were selected. A
numerical sorted list, based on student numbers, was published, indicating the name of
each students’ team and the respective team members. Each team then had the
responsibility to contact each other and arrange for a workable approach to deliver the
required digital creative output.

Time allowed

In addition to incorporating the eight critical design elements of an authentic assessment
(Ashford-Rowe, Herrington, and Brown 2014) in the design and development of this
particular authentic assessment, consideration was given to the time allowed for the
student teams to complete the required digital creative outputs. The assessment required



the students to follow a process of inquiry to guide their research activities. To allow
students the opportunity to develop their digital creativity competency, this process of
inquiry should be over a longer, rather than shorter period of time (Larmer, Mergendoller,
and Boss 2015). Developing competencies such as problem solving and creativity within a
digital environment requires time and involvement. Furthermore, sufficient time is required
to allow collaborating teams the opportunity to go through the various developmental
phases of forming, storming, norming and performing (Tuckman 1965). The students were
given a month to create their teams’ digital creative output.

The outputs

The total student cohort (N = 493) were clustered into 99 student teams, yielding 99
outputs. These outputs were analysed by the authors, who are the instructors on the
course. The authors independently categorised the outputs based on the primary
functionality thereof, the level of creativity demonstrated, and the level, in terms of the
SAMR model (Table 2), that the chosen functionality enabled the optimal communication of
the content in a digital manner. Where outputs combined various functionalities (e.g.
websites including links to presentations, presentations including videos etc.), the dominant
function was noted. The authors also independently formed a perception of the level of
creativity of each output, but this by its nature was a more subjective process. In evaluating
the level at which the functionality of the chosen digital platform enabled the optimal
communication of the selected content in a digital manner, the authors considered whether
the student teams’ use of the platform optimised the communication of the content.
LinkedIn, for example, supports the communication of content in longer text-based posts
with embedded links to external sites, whereas Instagram is more visual in its use of images,
panels and stories. Where the student teams’ use of their chosen platform merely
substituted typed, black and white PDF financial reports, the output was considered at the
substitution level. Where the student teams redefined the communication of financial
information through optimally using the affordances of their chosen platform, in a way that
would have been inconceivable without the use of the functionality of that technology, the
output was considered at the redefinition level. The analysis of the outputs was repeated
independently at a later point in time. The authors then independently scrutinised and
resolved discrepancies between their initial and subsequent analyses. Thereafter the
categorisation of the outputs was analysed together, and differences between resolved
through discussion.

Most of the student teams attempted to be digitally creative by using digital tools and
technologies to display their ideas, research or work. However, when applying the SAMR
model to evaluate the level of digital integration in their outputs (Table 2), many of the
outputs were at the lowest level of substitution and augmentation (n = 49), as the student
teams did not optimally embrace the functionality of their chosen digital platforms in
modifying (n = 46) or redefining (n = 4) the communication of financial information. The
chosen platforms were often only used as a source to provide links to existing information in
PDF format on the website of The Coca-Cola Company, with little attempt at optimal use of
the platforms’ features to achieve modification or redefinition of financial reporting. This
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was not unexpected, given that this assessment was the first to challenge the students to be
digitally creative.

Table 2. Summary of analysis of digital creative outputs.

Functionality of output Number of student teams (N=99)
Presentations 43

Websites 24

Videos 13

smartphone applications 8

Social media platforms [

Other 5

Level of digital integration Number of student teams (N=299)
Transformation

Redefinition lechnology allows for the creation of 4

new tasks, previously
inconceivable

Modification Technology allows for significant task 46
redesign

Enhancement

Substitution and Augmentation lechnology acts as a direct substitute 49

with no or little functional change
or improvement

Level of creativity Number of student teams (N=99)
Output is presented in a conventional manner and merely a repetition of 16
current information on the website.
Output is presented in an original and creative manner. 68
Output is presented in a highly creative manner. Demonstrates willingness to 15

be experimental and enhances current information on the website.
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Figure 5. Presentation including hyperlinks and graphs at the modification level.
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The majority of the student teams developed presentations (n = 43), using platforms such as
PowerPoint, Prezi, Google Slides or Beautiful.ai, or websites (n = 24), using platforms such as
wixsite.com and weebly.com. The inclusion of audio, links to existing Coca-Cola videos,
graphs, summarised tables and/or hyperlinks in the presentations and websites, were
considered as either augmentation or modification of information, depending on whether
the inclusion enhanced or transformed the existing information of The Coca-Cola Company.
An example is provided in Figure 5.

The authors’ perceptions were that the student teams’ attempts at creativity primarily
manifested in the visual elements of these outputs as opposed to the manner in which the
information was communicated or through the choice or integration of media, applications
or other resources. For example, changes in operating cash flows were in one instance
illustrated with reference to glasses filled at different levels with Coca-Cola (Figure 6).
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Figure 6. Website explaining changes in cash flows in a creative manner.

Outputs in the form of videos (n = 13) were primarily narrated PowerPoint presentations,
with existing Coca-Cola videos embedded. The videos were generally recognised as less
static than the websites and presentations due to the added sound, voice overs and
movement, but the nature and format of financial information included were very similar.
Coca-Cola images and backtrack sounds used in these videos provided a creative dimension.
An example of a video output at the modification level is provided in Figure 7.
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Coca Cola Assignment,

Figure 7. Video output at the modification level.

Eight student teams (n = 8) endeavoured to develop a smartphone application to present
information to users of The Coca-Cola Company’s financial reports. One of these student
teams was successful at developing and publishing a fully functional application (Figure 8).
This application incorporated internal and external sources with interactive links to news
feeds, analyst presentations and social media sites, resulting in the redefinition of existing
financial information relating to The Coca-Cola Company. This student team optimally
embraced the functionality of a smartphone application.
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Figure 8. Smartphone application at the redefinition level.

The other student teams (n = 7) were unable to publish their smartphone application
prototypes given software cost and publishing restrictions for mobile applications, but
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demonstrated its intended functionality on either a PowerPoint presentation, video or other
source. These applications were mostly creatively designed with links to a variety of other
resources.

The student teams that selected social media platforms (n = 6) to communicate their
chosen financial information used Instagram (n = 3), blogs (n = 2) and Twitter (n=1). The
student teams demonstrated creativity in their willingness to be experimental with modern
and popular forms of social media communication, thereby enhancing the presentation and
reach of current financial information. The level of digital integration of these outputs were
a mix between the modification and redefinition levels. When the functionality of the
selected platform, e.g. Instagram’s stories functionality, was not optimally embraced, the
level of digital integration was deemed to be at the modification level (Figure 9), as opposed
to instances where the student teams optimally embraced the functionality of the platform,
resulting in the redefinition of information (Figure 10).
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Figure 9. Instagram output at modification level.
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The level of creativity in all outputs provided little evidence of the students’ ability to see
new opportunities, to produce original ideas, to flexibly adapt to changing situations and
apply imagination to solve complex problems. It is, however, submitted that this is a
standard that is challenging to attain for a first attempt at digital creativity, particularly in an
environment not characterised as being creative.

Students’ lived experiences

In addition to providing a detailed description of the design and development of the
authentic assessment and analysing the student teams’ digital creative outputs, the
students’ reflections on their experiences of the assessment were analysed. Understanding
more about the students’ lived experiences of the assessment may improve the process of
enabling students to develop their digital creativity. The methodology for this study,
therefore, includes some characteristics of phenomenology (Husserl [1900], 2002) as it
seeks to understand the phenomenon of an authentic assessment with a digital creative
output through the eyes of the students taking part in it. Such an interpretive
phenomenological approach can provide ‘startling new insights’ into education related
issues (Van der Mescht 2004, 1), such as this authentic assessment for learning.

Survey approach

A mixed methods approach was adopted. Quantitative data were generated using a yes/no
response and a scaled Likert-attitude response (1 — very negative to 7 — very positive). Open
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response questions were used to collect qualitative data, to gain a deeper understanding of
the students’ lived experiences of the assessment. The survey instrument primarily drew on
guestions from an instrument developed by Schmulian and Coetzee (2019), modified to
reflect the particular focus of this study. Selected open response questions, included in the
study by Wiewiora and Kowalkiewicz (2019), were added to explore the students’
perceptions of financial reporting in general as a consequence of the authentic assessment.
The survey instrument was independently reviewed by subject matter experts and
education specialists for design and clarity. Suggestions following this review were
incorporated into the final instrument. The survey was delivered using Google

Forms following ethical clearance obtained from the institutional review board. The survey
instrument questions are presented in Table 3.

Table 3. Survey instrument questions.

On a scale of 1 (very negative) to 7 (very positive), rate your overall experience of being required to develop a
digital creative output.

Tell us of your experience in developing a digital creative output.

How did you experience developing a digital creative output, in comparison to the ‘Required’ of a traditional
Financial Reporting assessment / assignment?

If you designed an assessment that required a digital creative output, what would you do differently and why?
What do you think this assessment, that required a digital creative output, was actually assessing?

Did this assessment, that required a digital creative output, challenge your own perceptions of financlal reporting?
Why did this assessment, that required a digital creative output, challenge your own perceptions of financial
reporting, or why did it not?

Would you want to experience an assessment similar to this assessment that required a digital creative output,
again during your degree?

Why would you, or why would you not, want to experience an assessment, similar to this assessment that required
a digital creative output, again during your degree?

Is there anything we should have asked you about in your reflection, but haven't?

Is there anything further that comes to mind in your reflection that you would like to add?

Analysis

The quantitative data were analysed in SPSS statistics 26.0. An initial data integrity check
was performed and descriptive statistics and frequencies were calculated. Means and
standard deviations are unsuitable for ordinal Likert scale responses (Jamieson 2004;
Sullivan and Artino 2013). Consequently, the median was used as the measure of central
tendency for Likert scale ordinal data (Jamieson 2004; Sullivan and Artino 2013).

The qualitative data from the survey instrument were analysed through a content analysis
and by identifying themes from the reflections provided by the students (Cooper 2017).
Basic themes were developed and coded using NVivo 12.

Descriptive statistics

The survey responses (n =428) amounted to a 87% response rate. The majority of the
students (75%; n = 319) experienced the development of a digital creative output as either
‘very positive’, ‘positive’ or ‘slightly positive’ (Median = 6) (Table 4). 88% of the students

(n =376) indicated that this assessment challenged their own perceptions of financial
reporting (Table 4), while the majority of students (62%; n = 264) indicated that they would
want to experience an assessment similar to this assessment again (Table 4).

16



Table 4. Students’ experience of the authentic assessment.

On a scale of 1
(very negative)

to 7 (very
positive), rate
your overall
experience of
being required Did this assessment, that required a Would you want to experience an
to develop a digital creative output, challenge your  assessment similar to this assessment
Quantitative digital creative own perceptions of financial that required a digital creative
survey questions output. reporting? output, again during your degree?
Medilan Yes (n) No (n) Yes (n) No (n)
Total (n=428) 6 376 52 264 164
Overall experience Total (n=428)
n %
Very negative 7 16
Negative 16 17
Slightly negative 3 1.2
Meutral 55 129
Slightly positive 97 27
Positive 162 379
Very paositive 60 14.0

Qualitative analysis

The qualitative analysis provided deeper insights into, and a richer understanding of, the
initial quantitative results, and confirmed the general positivity from the students. A student
commented that ‘the experience was quite impressive since it let me to do something which
is different from dealing with financial information recording as usual, it enabled me to use
creativity though | was still dealing with the financial information but it brought more fun
and thinking out of the box’.

The authenticity of developing a digital creative output for The Coca-Cola Company, in
particular, appears to have contributed to the students’ positive experience. The students
commented that the assessment provided ‘fantastic exposure to what could be coming in
the future in terms of financial reporting’and ‘prepared [them] for the workplace and the
technological changes in the corporate world’. In developing the digital creative outputs, the
students ‘read through integrated and sustainability reports and followed the news of a
company. This is something new and gave me real life application to the knowledge | have
from university and to see how everything links’. The assessment also made the students
appreciate that it is ‘important to understand the financials fully in order to present the
financials in a new and creative way’; ‘It made me realise there is a difference between being
able to do the questions and truly understand financial statements in their entirety’.

The student responses alluded to each of the four thinkable ways of authenticity (Strobel et
al. 2013). Firstly, in terms of context authenticity, a student commented that ‘/ feel that the
experience was incredibly superior to traditional financial reporting assignments, as it
actually required us to engage with real-world information in a unique and interesting way,
which | believe benefits us students more than what a traditional financial reporting
assignment would, as these traditional assignments are essentially re-iterations of the
assessments an[d] year tests that we already perform’. Secondly, the students
acknowledged the task authenticity of the assessment in ‘assessing [their] ability to research
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financial information that [they] think would be relevant to the different users of the
financial statements’. Thirdly, students commented on the impact authenticity of the task
and that the assessment made them, ‘think in a different sort of way, because the creative
digital output of mine will be seen by the public. This changed the way | wanted to present
my information, because you would not only want the information to be accurate and
relevant, you also want it to be easy to interact with and have nice aesthetics to it’. Lastly,
the personal/value authenticity of the assessment made the students realise ‘that in this
current age, financial reporting must now include information besides purely financial
information — as an example financial reporting now should place emphasis on the impact
firms have on the environment’.

Despite the authenticity of the assessment being widely recognised amongst the students,
some did not share this view — ‘I believe it is unnecessary and irrelevant to the degree’; ‘I
cannot see its relevance to the main skills and training that the degree is supposed to equip
one with’and ‘It didn’t test my knowledge of what I’'m studying, but rather tested my
creativity and computer skills’. Comments such as these suggest that some students are not
yet mindful of the significant transformation that is taking place in the twenty first century
workplace, including the accounting profession.

The objective of financial reporting is the provision of useful information to users of
financial reports (International Accounting Standards Board (IASB)) 2018) and this
assessment appears to have enabled the students to gain deeper and more practical insights
of this objective. ‘Since financial reports are usually just black and white numbers that
doesn’t always mean something to the users, it challenged me into seeing the financial
reports from the point of view of the users and think about what they want to see and what
they might not understand’. A few students were, however, of the opinion that the
assessment did not challenge their perception of financial reporting with comments such as
‘a creative digital output is just a different way of representing financial reporting data, | still
perceive financial reporting in the same way as before’.

Many students highlighted the challenges that they initially encountered with the
assessment in that they ‘didn’t know exactly what was meant [by] a digital creative
output’and were operating, resulting in ‘substantial amount[sic] of struggles in coming up
with proper ideas’. For most this initial apprehension subsided and ‘became a learning
experience’; ‘It was hard at first, but I learned a lot this way’.

While many students found the project to be ‘very relatable as it was digital so we had a lot
of ideas, because we live on the net’, many others commented that they ‘lack technological
knowledge’. This divide in opinion may be indicative of the digital divide present in South
African society where only 56,3% of South Africans were internet users during 2020
(Statista 2020). Additionally, although the students were referred to the SAMR model for
the required level of digital integration as part of the assessment instructions, numerous
students requested that ‘more guidance as to the kinds of digital outputs that one could use
[should be given]’.

There were again two distinct cohorts amongst the students with regards to the perception
of the creativity aspect of this assessment. On the one hand, students embraced the project
as ‘it is essential to think creatively in an ever-changing business world and come up with
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creative and effective solutions to problems’. Conversely, true to the perceived stereotypical
nature of accountants, other students ‘did not like being creative or having to think of
creative things’. Some students ‘didn’t like how open minded the assignment was... as
“creative” is very subjective’. This may be symptomatic of the accounting profession, in
some instances, remaining the career choice of the ‘wrong type of student’ as a
consequence of their misperception of the profession (McDowall and Jackling 2010).

The ingrained fixation of the students with pass rates in the high stakes summative
assessments typical of the accounting profession (Wilson 2011; Coetzee and

Schmulian 2012) was also evident in comments such as ‘we can rather spend time doing
more questions and to better under[s]tand the work we are currently doing and writing
exams on!’Lastly, while a few students appreciated ‘how much freedom [they] had with
regards to what [they] think will be relevant to the users of financial statements’, many
students did request ‘more guidelines on the content of the output’.

Despite these concerns, the majority of the students’ lived experiences of the digital
creative authentic assessment was positive and was summarised by a student as follows:

In the beginning, it was quite hard to figure out how information about an entity’s
financial statements could be creatively displayed on a digital platform, but once our
team figured out how we could do it, it was quite fun and interesting to develop this
digital platform that contains relevant and faithful information. It helped me to
identify information that | thought to be faithful and relevant and it also gave me a
deeper insight about how all the standards intertwine with one another. | did not
just see the [financial reporting] standards as separate standards that deals with
topics separately, but | identified standards that ‘work’ together to provide the
relevant and faithful information. For me, the experience was insightful and fun.

Conclusion

The twenty first century workplace requires accounting professionals to be creative in their
roles as critical thinkers and problem solvers in an increasingly digital environment (Powell
et al. 2020). To enable students to develop the necessary digital creativity competence to
support them in these roles, this paper reports on the design and development of an
authentic assessment, informed by the eight critical design elements of an authentic
assessment proposed by Ashford-Rowe, Herrington, and Brown (2014).

Although many students were positive about the assessment, their digital creative outputs
were mostly simplistic adoptions of traditional office platforms (e.g. Microsoft PowerPoint),
with links to existing financial information in PDF format. Student attempts at creativity
primarily manifested in the visual elements (e.g. video) included in their outputs. The
limited evidence of digital creativity competence in the students’ outputs was not
unexpected, given that the accounting profession is not typically associated with creativity,
and this was the first assessment in their higher education programme to challenge the
students to be digitally creative. Those student teams that did not display a high level of
digital creativity need to be provided with additional opportunities. Despite the student
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teams’ outputs mostly being at a low level, many students suggested that they had gained
deeper knowledge and understanding of the objective of financial reporting.

Based on the analysis of the student teams’ outputs and the students’ perceptions of the
assessment, the assessment met its objective of exposing accounting students to the
domain of digital creativity and providing them with an opportunity to develop their
competence. However, given that only half of the student teams involved were able to
display digital creativity at a transformed level, there remains potential for further
development. Students could, for example, be referred to the resources and links provided
by the University of York’s Digital Creativity Skills

Guide (https://subjectguides.york.ac.uk/skills/digital-creativity) (University of York 2019).
This guide provides links to various creative prompts and activities. Students could also be
referred to Digital Creativity (http://digitalcreativitytools.everythingability.com), which
provides activities ‘to help you in getting started creating’, and Random Digital Creativity
Generatorhttps://script.google.com/a/up.ac.za/macros/s/AKfycbzWLCnH5NFIW9fmGqgPddi
wZcvJfQgWnxMVY_uvRCEIMYFYfhkw8/exec?random=yes, which randomly suggests
applications, images, resources and tools that could be combined and used to create digital
creative outputs.

The generalisability and replicability of students’ perceptions to other institutions may be
limited, as this study examined students’ perceptions at a single university. However, this
study provides a detailed description of the design and development of the authentic
assessment, informed by literature, which can subsequently inform the use of this, or a
similar, assessment in other settings. Future multicentre and longitudinal research exploring
the actual learning effects and competency development of this, and other interventions
targeted on developing students’ digital creativity competency over time, is strongly
encouraged.

This research contributes to the authentic assessment and accounting education literature
by introducing digital creativity to these domains’ research agenda’s, particularly in contexts
not traditionally associated with creativity. The development of authentic assessments that
move beyond the rote learning of knowledge play an important role in enabling the
development of competencies, such as digital creativity, necessary for success in a rapidly
changing twenty first century workplace.
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