Reviewer A’s Comments and Authors’ Responses To
Manuscript: “Readability of Financial Accounting Principles Textbooks”

Thank you for the many thoughtful comments. Below, we outline our responses to your individual suggestions. Corresponding revisions based on your comments are incorporated in this version of the paper.
Reviewer A

Q1. The study examines “seven leading principles of accounting textbooks.”  The paper is unclear as to why only seven texts were chosen and how they were chosen.  What criteria were used to make the selection?  Per Smith and DeRidder (1997), faculty ranked readability as the most important criterion in textbook selection.  This may then confound the results.  If the most popular textbooks were chosen, then we would expect readability among the texts to be similar.  If less popular texts were chosen, we would similarly expect the readability to be similar, however at a lower level.  If a combination of texts were chosen, we would expect a difference in readability.  The selection criteria used may either strengthen or weaken the findings of the study.

Response. The seven texts in the sample are potential textbooks considered by the School of Accountancy-Assessment Committee at a traditional southern university for the introductory financial accounting course. Sullivan and Benke (1997) categorize Harrison, Hermanson, and Needles as “conventional,” Horngren as “moderately conventional,” and Edmonds as “transitional,” but Kimmel and Phillips are not on their list. Nevertheless, at least four of the seven textbooks are classified as “conventional/moderately conventional” which by definition generally relies on a debit and credit presentation. Footnote 7 which contains the information presented above is added to the sample selection section on page 11.
Q2. Footnote 2 on page 1 references computer software used to perform the readability evaluation methods.  What is the reliability of the software?  Is it readily accepted by researchers/practitioners is this field?  Has it been used in prior studies? If so, provide support/evidence of its acceptance.

Response. This software was introduced in the early 1980’s and is reviewed in several articles (e.g., Dewey, 1984; Chan, 1985). Also, it has been used in the liberal arts literature (e.g., Peterson and Coniglio, 1987) as well as in accounting research (e.g., Marsh et al., 2004; Reinstein and Houston, 2004). This information is added in footnote 2 on page 1.
Q3. On page 1, the terms “comprehensibility,” “understandability,” and “readability” are used, implying that they are synonymous.  Later in the paper, on page 3, the term “understandability” is used.  How does this term compare/contrast with “readability?”  Understandability is used in reference to the Cloze method while readability is used in reference to the readability formulas.  Since the paper uses only readability formulas as its evaluation methods, the term “readability” is used throughout the remainder of the paper, implying that there is a difference in the terms.  This can be confusing to the reader.  Please clarify the terms or use only “readability.”

Response. A subsection is added at the beginning of the background section on page 3 to clarify the terms “readability” and “understandability.” The subsection is provided below.
“Readability is an attribute of text, but understandability (comprehensibility) is an attribute of the reader which is a broader concept than readability (Harrison, 1980; Jones, 1997). That is, readability indicates the textual difficulty level of a message; on the other hand, understandability is concerned with the reader’s ability to comprehend the materials presented in a text. Specifically, readability focuses on the textual content, but understandability is an interaction among text (e.g., text structure, topic content, word familiarity, and sentence length), task (e.g., mode or rate of presentation), reader (e.g., verbal ability and word knowledge, education, age, and interest), and strategy variables (e.g., rereading and underlining) (Meyer, 2003). Therefore, estimating readability of a text is not equivalent to predicting a reader’s comprehension.”

Q4. Page 2 discusses how this study differs from prior studies.  Be more explicit in the differences.  For example, this study compares 4 selected chapters both within and among textbooks.  Is this totally new or was something similar done in prior studies?  Was it done on other types of texts but not principles texts?  The same could be said for the grouping by topics.  Emphasize the distinctiveness of this study, how it is filling a “gap” in readability research.  One way to possibly highlight this “gap” is to provide a table summarizing the prior readability research studies.  You could include type of texts chosen, evaluation methods used, statistical methods employed, and resultant findings.  This study would be adding to the stream and its uniqueness would be more clearly evident.

Response. On page 2, several sentences are added to magnify the differences between this paper and prior studies. Also, a table (Table 1) summarizing and comparing studies evaluating readability of financial accounting textbooks is added.
Q5. Page 3 states “Among readability . . . seem to be the most widely accepted and used.”  This is a very strong statement and should be supported with references.  Page 3 also discusses the work of “Razek, Pearl, and Hosch (1982).”  This is similarly listed in the references.  However, a copy of their paper lists the authors as Razek, Hosch and Pearl.

Response. The acceptance of the four dedicated formulas is restated to be limited in the accounting research arena. Also, the Razek et al. (1982) cite has been corrected.
Q6. Page 4 discusses the Sullivan and Benke (1997) study and indicates that the Flesch Reading Ease scale was used.  I investigated this study and found that Table 3 noted that Grammatik used the Flesch-Kincaid grade level.  

Response. Thanks for pointing out the mistake. Sullivan and Benke (1997) do use the Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level Index, not the Flesch Reading Ease scale, to evaluate the readability of chapters. This correction is noted on page 5.
Q7. On page 5, in the hypothesis development section, brief mention is made of the diversity of presentation styles for principles textbooks, especially in recent years.  This should be developed and discussed more.  As discussed above, such diversity may confound the results of the current study.  It may be necessary to classify the chosen texts into categories, similar to those used by Sullivan and Benke (e.g., conventional, transitional, revolutionary).  

Response. On page 6, the sentence is extended as follows, “Meanwhile, the number of published accounting principles textbooks has increased and their presentation styles are quite diverse over the past decade. Based on the presentation attribute, Sullivan and Benke (1997) classify principles accounting textbooks into five categories: conventional, moderately conventional, transitional, moderately revolutionary, and revolutionary. Textbooks in different categories may have different readability levels.” 
Q8. The final paragraph on page 6 (and top of page 7) does not belong in the hypothesis section.  Rather, it belongs in the research methodology section with the discussion of the chosen statistical tests. 

Response. The paragraph has been moved to the research methodology section on page 11.
Q9. The last sentence on page 7 that begins with “Although readability formulas . . .” and continues on page 8 does not make sense.  Page 8 also discusses the “topic” comparison.  While there is an adequate description of the topics, how these topics were chosen is not discussed.  What is the rational for the delineation of the topics?  How does this added dimension add value to the research stream?  Sell me on its benefits.

Response. The last sentence on page 7 that begins with “Although readability formulas…” is rephrased on pages 8 and 9. Meanwhile, the chapters in Hermanson are divided into several segments, which center on different perspectives of financial accounting principles, such as introduction, accounting information process and policy, management’s perspectives, and financial statements. The segments in Hermanson motivated us to test these topic comparisons. Moreover, when information is presented in a logically organized manner, people can read faster and comprehend more (Meyer, 2003). Some accounting instructors may want to integrate materials into several topics and present them in a logical order. Therefore, topic comparisons can allow the instructors to consider the appropriate readability level by topic.
Sentences are added correspondingly on pages 2, 7, and 10.
Q10. Within the “readability comparisons” section, the first and second paragraphs tie the discussion to the appropriate hypothesis(ses).  The third paragraph is silent on this.  It should be consistent and tie-in with hypotheses four and five.

Response. A sentence “These topic comparisons test hypotheses four and five.” is added at the end of the last paragraph in this section on page 10.
Q11. Page 9 discusses the sample selection but it is unclear how the seven texts were chosen.  As discussed above, the reason for selection should be explicitly stated and more thoroughly discussed.

Response. Footnote 7 is added in this section on page 11.
Q12. Page 10 discusses how pages were included in the sample.  Rather than merely referencing Sullivan and Benke (1997), suggest adding a sentence explicitly stating that the described procedure was identical to that used in the Sullivan and Benke study.  Using an already accepted procedure adds credibility to your chosen method and allows for comparability of results.  Such should be emphasized.

Response. Since our sampling procedure is not identical to Sullivan and Benke (1997), we add the following sentence on page 12, “This criterion is similar to that in Sullivan and Benke (1997).”
Q13. Given the 3 different readability comparisons (i.e., overall, chapter, topic) and within and among textbooks comparisons, a large number of tables and the various statistical tests are conducted.  It would be helpful to the reader to label each table with the statistical test being reported.  Table 2, 4, 6, 11 and 13 should be labeled Kruskal-Wallis Test.  Table 3, 5, 7-10, 12, 14-17 should be labeled Wilcoxon Rank-Sum Test.  

Response. The tables are labeled as suggested on pages 30-45. Because we added a new Table 1, all of the prior tables have advanced in number.
Q14. For the test results section, within each subsection’s discussion, suggest you tie-in the findings with the appropriate hypothesis.  For example, the overall readability comparison subsection should have a sentence such as “the findings provide evidence of different readability levels, thereby confirming hypothesis one.”  You might also want to include a summary table listing each of the five hypotheses and indicating whether it was confirmed or unconfirmed.

Response. Sentences are added to tie-in the findings with the hypotheses on pages 12, 14-17. Also, the following sentence is added in the conclusion section on page 22, “All five hypotheses are confirmed in this study.”
Q15. The last sentence on page 14 discusses the use of bullet points and how they result in easier readability.  Is there empirical support for this assertion?  If so, provide it.  If not, then this might be a possible explanation for the findings and should be stated as such.  The way it is currently written, it seems definitive.

Response. The paragraph explaining the heterogeneity of topic readability in Needles are amended as follows on page 17: “Naturally, the heterogeneous topic readability might arise from co-authorship, the variance of the contents (Adelberg and Razek, 1984), writing structure, or inappropriate grouping. One possible explanation for the heterogeneity may be the writing structure in Needles. We scrutinize the related chapters in Needles and feel that Needles uses relatively more bullet points in Topic Two than in Topic One and Topic Four, resulting in easier readability of Topic Two.”
Q16. Tables 7-10 are discussed in turn on pages 12 thru 14.  Tables 14-17 are barely discussed on page 15.  Suggest adding some additional comments about the findings reported on these tables.  

Response. Results in Tables 8-11 indicate several significant comparisons and we have tried to interpret these differences. On the other hand, some significant comparisons are found in Tables 15-18, but most of them are related to Harrison, with exceptions between Edmonds and two books (Hermanson and Needles). To assist the discussion, the following sentences are added on page 18, “We realize that Needles usually summarizes the illustration events in very short sentences which may increase its readability. Apparently, the summarization writing style cannot explain Needles’ lower readability of Topic One, compared to Edmonds. Further inquiry is needed to interpret these differences.”
Q17. In the discussion section on page 17, there is slight mention of the textbook diversity issue.  As discussed above, this issue has considerable bearing on this study and its comparison with prior studies and needs to be more fully addressed.  

Response. The following sentences are inserted to augment the discussion of the diversity issue on page 20. “However, most of the textbooks in this study are from the conventional or moderately conventional categories. As a result, if the sample textbooks in this study were more diverse, the findings might indicate more differences.”

Also, the following sentences are added in the paragraph which discusses Table 4 on page 13. “Nevertheless, Hermanson, Horngren, and Needles are categorized as conventional or moderately conventional as well as Harrison, but the later has easier readability. While Edmonds is classified as transitional, its readability level is similar to Harrison’s. Consequently, the impact of diverse presentation attributes of accounting principles textbooks on readability is unclear. Future research is needed to address this issue. Meanwhile, because accounting educators rank comprehensibility as the most important criterion in textbook selection (Smith and DeRidder, 1997), textbooks with comparable popularity may have similar readability levels. The popularity of the sampled textbooks in this study may explain why only Harrison has a different readability level.”
Q18. On page 18, the first sentence of the first full paragraph, states “Accounting textbooks may have a major influence in preparing students.”  This sentence is unclear.  Preparing students for what?  

Response. On page 21, this sentence is restated as “Accounting textbooks may have a major influence on the nature and type of learning activities in preparing students as new accounting professionals.”
Q19. When discussing the limitations of the study, you may want to mention some general limitations of readability formulas.  For example, you could reiterate that readability formulas only measure some factors of readability, namely length and vocabulary complexity.  Reading difficulty could be affected by other factors, such as background of the reader or inherent difficulties of the subject matter.  We saw some of this with the chapter and topic results.  Most readability formulas were not designed to measure readability of technical material where understanding depends more on terminology.  It could be argued that accounting is technical in nature and therefore readability formulas are not an optimal measurement mechanism.  That does not mean they should not be used but rather that their results must be interpreted carefully.  

Response. On page 21, the following sentences are inserted to address the general limitations of readability formulas, “Readability formulas have some inherent weaknesses. For example, readability formulas only consider the word and sentence complexity, but omit other qualitative variables such as vocabulary level, syntax, text coherence, the complexity of ideas, reinforcement through restatement and repetition, and writing styles (McConnell, 1983). Therefore, users of formulas should carefully interpret the scores (Klare, 1988).”
Also, footnote 5 in research method section on page 8 illustrates a criticism to readability formulas.
Q20. Little mention is made of avenues for future research.  Use this study’s findings and/or limitations to identify some additional research questions and include a paragraph discussing such future research opportunities.

Response. On page 22, a paragraph about future research is added below the limitation paragraph as follows, “Future research can be pursued on the following issues. First, Sullivan and Benke (1997) classify financial accounting principles textbooks into five categories. However, whether readability within and across these categories varies is unknown. Second, textbooks which include both financial and managerial accounting materials are excluded in Sullivan and Benke (1997) and this study. Therefore, whether these two types of textbooks differ in terms of readability has not yet been addressed. Third, Kopp and Phillips (2005) indicate two new structures that emerge for organizing accounting by topics: by business process or by stage of the business lifecycle. Further research is needed to inquire whether readability of textbooks with and without these course structure changes is different.”
Q21. When referring to papers within the manuscript, more than 2 authors are sometimes listed with all authors’ names while at other times listed as “Name et al”.  Please be consistent in your format.

Response. Thank you for your comment and we have redone the citations of more than two authors to reflect the “Name et al.” format.
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