Reviewer B’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 B
Background:

1. There is a significant difference between the ability to read a text passage and the ability to comprehend what is read.  While I understand this paper is only concerned with the readability of the textbooks, I believe the paper would benefit from some type of explanation of the difference between reading and comprehension and why the authors selected to examine readability.  

Response. On page 3, a subsection is added at the beginning of the background section to clarify the terms “readability” and “understandability.” This subsection is stated as follows.
“Readability is an attribute of the 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.”
2. What is the rationale behind using four different readability evaluation methods.  In particular, the Flesch Reading Ease and the Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level Index.  The Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level Index is a modification of the Flesch Reading Ease method.  Both are not needed.  Especially since the remaining three evaluate readability using a grade level while the Flesch Reading Ease method evaluates readability using a scale of 0 - 100.

Response. Using four readability measures may seem redundant. However, the Flesch Reading Ease formula, the Flesch Grade Level Index, and Gunning’s Fog Index have been used to measure the readability of financial accounting principles textbooks in prior research. Also, we extend the readability measure to the SMOG which has been applied in accounting research (e.g., Marsh et al., 2004) but not on accounting textbooks. Multiple formulas allow us to evaluate the correlation among them. If a high correlation is found among the formulas, then accounting educators might only use one of the four methods. Accordingly, we have added a paragraph in the research method section on page 9 to clarify the rationale for choosing four methods.
3. On page 2 the authors reference Flory, Phillips and Tassin, 1992 as an article the recommends appropriate reading levels for accounting principles textbooks, however, this article specifically states that determining the preferable reading level for the textbooks is beyond the scope of their paper.

Response. Neither Flory et al. (1992) nor this study recommends appropriate reading levels for accounting textbooks. See pages 155 and 2 in Flory et al. (1992) and our study, respectively.
Research Method:

4. There is substantial research criticizing the use of readability formulas.  The paper mentions that formulas are “questioned to some extent” (p. 7) however, these criticisms should be dealt with and where possible refuted.  For example, are readability formulas appropriate for technical text?

Response. Footnote 5 is added on page 8 as follows. “McConnell (1983), for example, argues that readability formulas are not appropriate for technical material where understanding depends more upon terminology. However, it may be disputable whether accounting is technical in nature. Also, Flory et al. (1992) note that when the purpose of study is not to determine the absolute reading level of textbooks, this limitation is not applicable. For an overview of readability formulas, see Klare (1988).”
Also, the criticisms of readability formulas are treated as a limitation of this study on page 21.
5. The authors state that one reason for using readability formulas as opposed to the Cloze method is to compare their results with the Traugh et al. (1987) study.  In order to do a proper comparison, the authors should use the same textbooks as the Traugh et al. (1987) study.  Since they do not, this should not be cited as a reason for using readability formulas.

Response. “Comparable” maybe is not an appropriate word to be used here. On page 9, we restate the sentence as “Finally, since Traugh et al. (1987) uses readability formulas to evaluate principles of financial accounting textbooks, this paper also employs formulas to revisit the issue.”
6. The use of “topics” for a comparison is not clear.  Were paragraphs from each topic used or are the “topics” a combination of chapters?  If it is a combination of chapters why also test the “chapter” comparisons?  The reasoning for performing this comparison needs to be expanded upon 

Response. “Topic” is a combination of chapters. 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. This segmentation stimulates the idea of topic comparisons. Topic comparisons provide a broader perspective than that given by chapter comparison. 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. Test results allow comparisons of the readability level of each topic so that instructors can consider the most appropriate level by topic.
The above sentences are correspondingly inserted in the hypothesis development section on page 7 as well as in the research method section on page 10. 
7. The authors state that the selection of the seven textbooks was not random. What were the criteria for the selection?  Sullivan and Benke (1997) found that the presentation style for accounting principle textbooks varied.  So much so that they classified textbooks into five presentation styles ranging from conventional which included traditional debits and credits to revolutionary which does not include debits and credits.  Without knowing the selection criteria for the textbooks one has to question the results of the study especially when you consider that one out of the seven textbooks studied in this article (the Harrison textbook) was consistently different than the others.  Also, six of the textbooks are in at least their third edition while one is in its first.  What was the rational for using a first edition versus a ninth edition?

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. 
Traugh et al. (1987) address the issue of whether readability differs among successive editions of accounting principles textbooks. However, they do not find significant readability difference among different versions of textbooks. Therefore, it would be appropriate to compare current textbooks in different editions.
Footnote 7 which contains the information presented above is added in the sample selection section on page 11.
8. Why was the required accuracy for L (note 4 on page 9) different for the Flesch Reading Ease Method used?  

Response. The Flesch Reading Ease Method shows scores on a scale between 0 and 100, but the other three methods give a grade level, usually less than 20. Since the Flesch Reading Ease Method uses a unit different from others, its required accuracy is adjusted correspondingly.
Above sentences are added to footnote 8 on page 11.
9. When selecting the sixteen pages for the sample were pages that had a combination of text and charts, graphs, etc included or did the page have to be completely text to be included in the sample?

Response. Pages containing only charts, graphs, key terms, (review) problems, indices, or appendix are excluded. However, pages with a combination of text and charts, graphs, etc. are included, when the pages contain main contents that exceed 100 words (Traugh et al., 1987). Nevertheless, only the main contents are evaluated.
Footnote 11 is added to clarify the procedure on page 12.

Test Results:

10. In the results for the Overall Readability Comparison the authors state that the findings provide new evidence that there are significant differences among some textbooks.  This statement is a bit strong since their results only indicate one textbook was significantly different than the other six.

Response. On page 14, the sentence is restated as “This finding provides some evidence that the overall readability among accounting principles textbooks is different.” Meanwhile, footnote 12 is added on page 14 as “Without the Bonferroni adjustment we would have shown additional differences in textbooks. Under the Bonferroni adjustment, for example, Table 4 indicates that four book sets have different overall readability. However, without the Bonferroni adjustment the number of significant book sets increases to eleven. That is, eleven of the twenty one book sets are significantly different”.  We also allude in our discussion (and abstract) that not all previous studies make adjustments for multiple comparisons.  As a result, there are differences shown in some previous studies that would probably be eliminated using the Bonferroni adjustment, which is conservative.  We still find differences in the present study, but your point is well taken (thus, the word “some” was added to the sentence above).
11. In the Chapter Readability Comparisons within textbooks results the Stockholders’ equity chapter in Phillips is significant and needs to be discussed.  I also have difficulty with the authors’ reasoning for the differences found.  It appears that the explanations for the differences are the main limitations of using readability formulas and are also some of the strengths for using the Cloze method.  The authors even cite the Adelberg and Razek (1984) study which used the Cloze method.  

Response. Due to the length of this paper, we try to condense some explanations. As a result, Table 6 is described under a broad picture. However, an alternative to delineate Table 6 may be as follows. The alternative sentences are shown on page 14.
“After analyzing the raw data, we find that the long-term assets and the statement of cash flows chapters are less readable than the long-term debt in Hermanson. Likewise, the long-term assets and the statement of cash flows chapters are less readable than the stockholders’ equity chapters in Phillips. Moreover, in Phillips the long-term debt chapter is easier to read, compared to the long-term asset chapter.”
Adelberg and Razek (1984) provide two possible reasons of differential understandability in their findings, i.e., a combination of varying content and multiple-authorship. We refer to Adelberg and Razek (1984) to give some possible explanations for our results.
12. The organization of the Chapter Readability Comparisons among Textbook section in the results is very difficult and confusing to follow. 

Response. Presenting Tables 8-11 in numerical order could assist readers. However, we felt that it would be very redundant to do so. Therefore, we combined some similar comparisons together. First, we dealt with Harrison that has most of the significant results throughout Tables 8-11. Then, the remaining significance in Table 8 is the comparison between Kimmel and Phillips. Since we noted the comparison between Kimmel and Phillips is also significant in Table 11, we decided to discuss the comparison between Kimmel and Phillips in Tables 8 and 11 together. Next, we discussed only the remaining significant comparison in Table 9 (Hermanson vs. Horngren). Further, Table 10 does not have any remaining significant comparison. Last, Table 11 contains two significant comparisons (Needles vs. Horngren and Needles vs. Kimmel).
Our interpretation in this subsection is based on the analysis of raw data and findings in previous subsections of this paper. Since the findings are consistent with the analysis of raw data and findings in previous subsections, we did not refer to co-authorship, content variance, or writing structure as possible explanations.
13. One of the explanations for the difference in Topic Readability Comparisons for the Needles Text was writing structure.  The authors looked at the writing structure for Needles and found that Topic Two used more bullet points than Topic One and Four.  Writing structure was also offered as an explanation for the differences in the Chapter Readability Comparisons.  Were these chapters also scrutinized for apparent differences in writing structure?

Response. Writing structure is mentioned as a possible explanation. However, after looking at the corresponding chapters in Hermanson and Phillips, no apparent difference in writing structure was found within each book as noted on pages 14 and 15.
Discussion:

14. In the second paragraph, the authors’ statement about the first chapter being easier for students to “comprehend” is inconsistent with what Sullivan and Benke (1997) found.  Also, the authors are implying that comprehension is the same as readability which is not the case.

Response. Although Sullivan and Benke (1997) find several textbooks in which the readability grade level is higher for the introductory chapter than for the depreciation chapter, this situation happened in only 8 out of 33 textbooks in their sample. Further, statistical tests are not used to check the readability difference in their study. Only 2 of the 8 textbooks have the difference of mean grades for the two chapters larger than one. Thus, not majority of financial accounting principles textbooks have higher readability grade level for the introductory chapter than for the depreciation chapter.
Footnote 15 is inserted on page 20. Also, the word “comprehend” on page 20 is replaced by “read.”
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