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ABSTRACT 

This article discusses how sustainability themes were infused into an undergraduate managerial 

accounting courses using Adam Minter’s 2013 book Junkyard Planet, discussion board posts and 

case analyses. Students were required to read Junkyard Planet, and in teams to lead discussions 

on assigned chapters. The book provided rich background information on the for-profit scrap 

metal industry, sustainability, global economics, international labor standards, exchange rates, 

commodity prices and trade imbalances. The assignment develops business competencies related 

to governance, global and industry perspectives, which are competencies identified in the AICPA 

Pre-certification Core Competency Framework (AICPA 2018). The book discussions allowed 

for the consideration of managerial accounting concepts including direct material costs, the 

tradeoffs between fixed automation costs and variable labor costs, as well as the exploration of 

ethics, sustainability and the common good. By discussing the book, students consider how 

global economic forces influence revenue and cost functions as well as the idea of market-driven 

sustainability. Students further consider sustainability through discussion board posts requiring 

research on sustainable products and corporate sustainability initiatives, and through business 

case assignments on differential analysis and budgeting set in sustainability related industries.  

 

Keywords: Sustainability, Globalization, Managerial Accounting 

 

Link to 6 minute video that provides an overview of the paper: 

https://stthomas.hosted.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=13d3f172-5f36-4a45-

8828-aa86014e3685 

https://stthomas.hosted.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=13d3f172-5f36-4a45-8828-aa86014e3685
https://stthomas.hosted.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=13d3f172-5f36-4a45-8828-aa86014e3685
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CLASSROOM VALIDATION AND STUDENT EXPERIENCE 

The sustainability learning activities were introduced in an undergraduate managerial accounting 

course at an AACSB-accredited business school within a private liberal arts Catholic University. 

Managerial Accounting is a required business core course traditionally taken by students 

majoring in business during the spring of their sophomore years. Approximately 40% of 

undergraduate students at the University major in business. Over three semesters (spring 2016, 

2018 and 2019), the sustainability themed managerial accounting course was offered in five 

sections, all of which were taught by the author. The course was listed as a Sustainability 

Initiatives course in the two most recent semesters, which allowed students to use the course to 

satisfy elective requirements towards the University’s Sustainability Minor. Less than 25% of the 

students who registered for the course reported being aware of the course’s sustainability 

designation prior to the first day of class.  

 

Prior accounting education researchers have used student surveys to assess students’ opinions as 

well as students’ perceptions of the activities usefulness for achieving learning outcomes (e.g., 

Matherly and Burney 2013; Grimm 2015). Following prior research on accounting pedagogy, 

survey data is used to assess student attitudes and perceptions relating to the sustainability 

assignments and course. Student survey data relating to the sustainability learning activities was 

obtained from five sections of the course, taught by the same instructor over three semesters.1 

The survey instrument is shown in Appendix C.  

 

 

Figure 6 

 
 

Figure 6 shows students’ self-reported interest in sustainability before and after the accounting course. Responses 

were gathered on a 5-point scale, with 1 indicating students were not interested at all and 5 indicating students were 

very interested. N = 79. On average, student responses increased by 1 point after taking the class.  

 

                                                 
1 IRB Approval for the survey was obtained. The total number of responses across the three surveys was 141 

students. Some questions were added to the survey in the latter two semesters, resulting in a lower N of 79 for some 

of the results discussed in the paper.  
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Figure 6 shows that students’ self-reported interest in sustainability increased following class, 

with almost 80% of students reporting an increased interest in sustainability. One student noted 

in their course evaluation that “The sustainability aspect of this class brought in an interesting 

side of accounting that I had never before thought of.” A few students indicated that they would 

be pursuing the sustainability minor because of the class.   

 

Students were asked to identify two things they learned about sustainability or recycling from the 

course as well as their main takeaways from the Junkyard Planet project. In total, 119 students 

provided qualitative comments for at least one of these two questions. Comments were 

categorized by various themes to calculate the proportion of students that provided a comment 

related to the theme. Themes that emerged were learning more about the recycling industry in 

general, the global nature of recycling, the importance of reducing and reusing, the profits 

available from the recycling industry and corporate sustainability initiatives, and global working 

conditions. Students also indicated they enjoyed the real-world examples that the sustainability 

class incorporated. This data, along with representative comments for each theme, are 

summarized in Figure 7.  

Figure 7 

Qualitative Analysis of Survey Responses 
Themes and Representative Comments Proportion 

Recycling industry in general  96% 
 It helped me learn a lot about recycling and the business behind it. I had no idea there was such a great 

chance to profit from this industry.  

 I learned about the operations of recycling and e-waste companies and how these things related to 

accounting. 

 That the recycling industry is a lot larger than it seems, and that there is a lot of profit that can come from it.   

 Junkyard Planet gave me insight into how the recycling industry works. 

 The recycling industry is vast, and I had no idea all that went into it before I read the book. 

 

Global nature of recycling industry 8% 
 It [Junkyard Planet] helped me understand global supply and demand better, along with the world in general. 

 It was cool to look at the book and understand the processes of everything they were doing and all of the 

global trade. It was a good way to learn about the industry and also get to relate it to our accounting concepts 

we were learning and also relate it to our common good and environmental problems. This book really 

captured everything that [the University] is trying to teach us through learning content and seeing how it 

relates to the common and ethics and our world good [which are a key components of the University’s 

mission]. It really made me think more globally and definitely think about the whole process when I recycle 

my used materials. 

 Recycling is a global process, not localized. 

 My main takeaway from the Junkyard planet book was that the recycling industry is a global force that 

moves dependent on labor prices and working conditions.  Whoever can process the scrap materials the 

cheapest and most effectively will have them imported into their country. 

 

Importance of reducing, reusing and sustainability in general  38% 
 Lower consumption is better for the environment. 

 By completing this course, I learned that there is a lot more to recycling than just throwing a can away in a 

blue bin. There is a lot more that goes into recycling than just throwing old materials into categories. 

Although recycling helps reduce waste, the best way to create a sustainable environment is the reduction of 

materials we produce and consume.  
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 Recycling is not the best option for our environment; we should reduce our consumption instead. 

Sustainability can be costly in a business, but it is up to the business to decide if their values push them 

towards it. 

 I learned that the best ways to help the environment are to reuse what you may normally throw away and 

reduce the amount of waste you contribute. 

 I learned that when thinking about recycling, I should be expanding how I am contributing to living more 

sustainability way beyond just tossing plastic cups and water bottles in a recycling bin. I learned a lot more 

about recycling electronics and how overall we should really just start consuming less. 

 

Profits available from the recycling industry or corporate sustainability initiatives   35% 
 I learned that the recycling industry can be very profitable as well as sustainable. I had no idea how prevalent 

sustainability was in the business arena and the implications it has on companies.  

 One can make a profit by adopting sustainability initiatives. 

 I learned that the recycling industry is profit driven. This contrasts with the idea I had initially had of 

recycling which was that it was a an environmentally driven industry. I also learned that recycling is not 

always the best option because the process if recycling can still harm the environment, lower consumption is 

the best way to be environmentally friendly. 

 Profits can be made from recycling and being a sustainable company, it is not just charity. 

 I learned that the recycling industry can be very profitable as well as sustainable. I had no idea how prevalent 

sustainability was in the business arena and the implications it has on companies.  

 I also learned about how different companies were taking initiatives to become more sustainable. 

Working conditions 6% 
 I didn't realize how much waste the planet generated and also how bad working conditions were all over the 

world. 

 We learned about the poor working conditions in multiple areas around the world where they are processing 

scrap metal. 

 I learned the process and the reasoning behind the supply and demand. I had no idea the [recycling and scrap 

metal] industry size, and process behind making it all possible. I also was unaware about the danger 

associated with the factories to our world and atmosphere, and to the workers.  

 Gaining a heightened awareness of how we recycle and also about the brutalities that some overseas workers 

have to endure. 

 

Real-world applications 8% 
 It was a good real life connection to make by reading the book and being able to see how that is actually 

portrayed in the real world in the economy and the scrapyard business. 

 I learned A TON about the recycling industry as a profitable business and saw a lot of economic concepts in 

a real world setting that I hadn't before. 

 [The] Scrap trade is a lot bigger than I thought, and [the discussion of the book] did a good job relating class 

concepts to real life.  

 How managerial accounting can apply to the real world and how we can apply what we learn in class to 

something real. 

 I learned everything about recycling and how the scrap industry works and it helped me better understand the 

topics being discussed in class. 

 

 

 

Figure 7 shows representative student comments categorized by themes. The open-ended questions asked students to 

identify two things they learned about sustainability or recycling from the course and their main takeaways from the 

Junkyard Planet project. A total of 119 students responded to at least one of these two questions.  

 

 

The survey gathered students’ perceptions of the usefulness of the Junkyard Planet project for 

developing their understanding of the concepts of supply and demand, the complexity of the 
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global economy, fixed and variable costs, sustainability and the common good. Generally, 

students found Junkyard Planet project useful for increasing their perceived understanding of 

these concepts. These survey results are summarized in the graphs for Figure 8.  

 

The survey collected students’ perceptions of the Junkyard Planet project’s usefulness for 

developing their teamwork and communication competencies. Students reported that the project 

was beneficial for developing these competencies. These results are shown in Figure 9. One 

student specifically commented through the survey on how the presentation helped to develop 

communication competencies: “I really enjoyed the in-class presentations, and although the book 

could be a little dry at times I found the whole experience to be very helpful with accounting and 

public speaking.” 

Figure 8 

Panel A: Students’ Perceptions of the Junkyard Planet Project’s Usefulness for Developing 

their Understanding of Sustainability  
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Panel B: Students’ Perceptions of the Junkyard Planet Project’s Usefulness for Developing 

their Understanding Economic Concepts 
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Figure 8 shows students’ self-reported usefulness of the Junkyard Planet book club project for developing their 

understanding of the concepts of sustainability and the common good (panel A) complexity of the global economy 

and the economics of supply and demand (Panel B). N = 141. 
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Figure 9 

Students’ Perceptions of the Junkyard Planet Project’s Usefulness for Developing their 

Teamwork and Communication Skills 
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Figure 9 shows students’ self-reported usefulness of the Junkyard Planet book club project for developing their 

teamwork and communication skills (Panel C). N = 141. 

 

The survey also asked the open-ended question of how the Junkyard Planet Book Club Project 

could be improved. Themes that emerged from the first implementation included students 

wanting a deeper discussion of the book as well as incentives to encourage students to read better 

and participate in the discussions even when they weren’t presenting (17% of total comments in 

the first year), and students not believing that the book related to an accounting class (14% of 

total comments in the first year with 8% of comments explicitly stating the book should not be 

included in future classes). To address these concerns, I was clearer in the subsequent 

implementations that the course had a sustainability designation and that the book was a learning 

activity to address the sustainability and interdisciplinary learning objectives of the class. I also 

assigned selected chapters (Introduction, Ch. 1- Ch. 6, Chs. 9, 11, 15 and the Afterward) rather 

than the entire book. This signaling decreased the number of comments complaining about 

reading a book in an accounting course. I also improved guidance on what the presentations 

should include by making the rubric available on the learning management system and 

emphasizing the importance of generating discussion questions. 

 

Approximately 5% of students reported reading only the two chapters there were assigned to 

present. The median number of chapters read by students was 9, while the average number of 

chapters students self-reported reading was 7. To increase incentives to read and participate, I 

implemented online quizzes the day of the discussions and tracked student participation during 

the discussion.  
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Approximately 59% of students surveyed said they would recommend the Junkyard Planet 

project in future accounting courses, 31% were neutral and 10% wouldn’t recommend it. This is 

consistent with about 64% and 67% of students indicating that the found reading the book and 

participating in the class discussions respectively, as at least moderately interesting. These results 

are summarized in Figure 10.  

 

Figure 10 

Panel A: Students’ Interest Level in the Junkyard Planet Project 
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Panel B: Proportions of Students Who Recommend the Junkyard Planet Project 
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Figure 10, Panel A shows students’ self-reported interest level for reading the book Junkyard Planet, preparing the 

presentation and participating in the in-class discussions. Figure 10, Panel B shows the proportions of students who 

would strongly recommend, recommend, neutral and not recommend the Junkyard Planet project. N = 141. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

Calder and Dauttrmont-Smith (2009, 93) argue that “Sustainability is a growing imperative in 

higher education in America” and call on universities to increase coverage of sustainability 

concepts into the curriculum. There are few resources available on how to incorporate 

sustainability into the accounting curriculum. My hope is that this paper sparks ideas for other 

accounting instructors as to how they can incorporate sustainability into their own accounting 

courses.  

APPENDIX C 

Survey Instrument 
 

1. List two things you learned about the recycling industry and/or sustainability by taking this class.* 

2. Did you know this ACCT 215 course had a sustainability designation?* 

o No, I did not know the course had a sustainability designation when I registered for it.  (1)  

o Yes, I knew the course had a sustainability designation and it was one of the reasons I registered for the 

course.  (2)  

o Yes, I knew the course had a sustainability designation, but it was not an influential factor in my decision to 

take the course.  (3)  

3. My interest level in sustainability and its links to businesses and the economy: (1 is not at all interested, 3 is 

neutral, 5 is very interested).* 

 1 2 3 3 4 5 

 

Before the class: () 

 

After the class: () 

 

 

4. What were your main takeaways from the Junkyard Planet Book Club?  

5. Were the activities relating to the Junkyard Planet book club useful for increasing your skills in the following 

competency areas? 

 

 
Extremely 

useful (1) 
Very useful (2) 

Moderately 

useful (3) 

Slightly useful 

(4) 

Not at all useful 

(5) 

Communication 

and presentation 

competencies  
o  o  o  o  o  

Group and 

teamwork 

competencies  
o  o  o  o  o  
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6. Were the activities relating to the Junkyard Planet book club useful for increasing your understanding of the 

following concepts? 

 
Extremely 

useful (1) 
Very useful (2) 

Moderately 

useful (3) 

Slightly useful 

(4) 

Not at all useful 

(5) 

Fixed and variable 

costs  o  o  o  o  o  
Economics of supply 

and demand  o  o  o  o  o  
Complexity of the 

global economy   o  o  o  o  o  
Sustainability  o  o  o  o  o  

The Common Good  o  o  o  o  o  
 

7. Please indicate whether you found the following activities interesting: 

 

Extremely 

interesting 

(1) 

Very interesting 

(2) 

Moderately 

interesting (3) 

Slightly 

interesting (4) 

Not interesting 

at all (5) 

Reading the  o  o  o  o  o  
Preparing the 

presentation  o  o  o  o  o  
Watching the 

presentations / 

participating in the in-

class discussion  
o  o  o  o  o  

 

8. Please provide comments to substantiate your ratings from the above questions (optional). 

9. Slide the bar to show the number of chapters in Junkyard Planet that you read.  

 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

 

I read __ Chapters:  

 

 

10. Approximately how much time (in hours) did you spend preparing your presentation? 

11. Please provide any additional comments on how to improve the Junkyard Planet Book club assignment for 

future students (optional).  

12. Would you recommend that the following assignment be used in future accounting courses? 

 
Strongly 

Recommend (1) 
Recommend (2) Neutral (3) Not Recommend (4) 

Junkyard Planet  o  o  o  o  
 

*Questions were added to the two most recent semesters in which survey data was collected.  
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SUSTAINABILITY LEARNING ACTIVITIES 

Junkyard Planet Book Club Presentations and Discussions 

Junkyard Planet, by Adam Minter, depicts the development and operations of the world-wide 

scrap and reuse business, and its role in the development of greener design, resource use, and 

waste practices. Students are expected to read the assigned chapters, present and lead a 

discussion on two particular chapters, and participate in the class-room discussion of the book.  

 

The book Junkyard Planet provides background information on the scrap and recycling industry 

to introduce the complex economic and cultural factors surrounding recycling. The book is used 

to generate rich discussion on the global economy as it relates to commodity prices, trade 

imbalances, and global differences in labor and technology markets, logistics, operations and 

sustainability. The book allows students to explore and then explain why recycled materials are 

likely to be sold in different markets around the world. In addition, students explore how 

different labor markets and regulations affect decisions about automation. These concepts relate 

well to the managerial accounting concepts of direct material, labor, automation and overhead 

costs. Finally, the book provides a setting to explore the role of business and markets in lessening 

the negative impacts on the environment of a consumption-based economy. This assignment 

develops the governance, global and industry competencies outlined in the AICPA Pre-

certification Core Competency Framework (AICPA 2018).  

 

The purpose of the book club presentations is to develop a basic understanding of how global 

economic forces influence the for-profit recycling industry. The book club presentations are 

designed to allow students to discover how global macro-economic forces influence the 

decisions and actions of individual companies. For example, the book discusses how the 

significant trade imbalance between the U.S. and China in the early 2000s influenced shipping 

rates between the two countries, with shipping rates from China to the U.S. being significantly 

more expensive than shipping rates for the return route. The discrepancy is driven by the fact that 

Chinese producers need to transport goods to the U.S., and that the shipping companies need the 

ships to get back to China even when there is low demand for U.S. products to be shipped to 

China. This creates a “backhaul” that U.S. recyclers have used to sell and ship salvaged material 

to China for processing (Minter, Ch. 5, 2013). Other relevant factors include commodity prices 

for the pure metals, as well as the geographically different labor and technology cost functions 

faced by processors. Economic data on shipping rates, commodity prices, labor rates and 

exchange rates are discussed throughout the book. Discussing the book facilitates students’ 

discovery of how economic factors are relevant for formulating companies’ strategies and how 

these forces impact company production functions and decisions. Appendix A list the 

accounting, economics and sustainability topics by chapter for the book along with quotes that 

can be used to initiate discussion of each of the chapters. 

 

Figure 4 shows the instructions, electronic resources and rubric provided to students for the 

Junkyard Planet assignment. Students work collaboratively in teams to present material from the 

book and to lead in-class discussion sessions. The assignment develops the professional 

competencies related to collaboration and communication that are outlined in the AICPA Pre-

certification Core Competency Framework (AICPA 2018). The electronic resources contain 

links to YouTube videos related to the book. 
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Figure 4 

Junkyard Planet Assignment Instructions and Rubric 

The book Junkyard Planet, by Adam Minter, describes the operations and economics of the 

worldwide recycling industry. Students are expected to read the assigned chapters and actively 

participate in the book club discussion sessions. Students should write a few notes from each of 

the assigned chapters to help them prepare for the in-class discussion. The learning goals of the 

presentations include (1) developing critical thinking abilities through the evaluation of topics in 

the book as they relate to the concepts of accounting, economics, business, environmental 

studies, science, and the Catholic Intellectual Tradition (a strong component of the University’s 

mission) and (2) developing presentation and communication competencies by leading a 

discussion on the book’s topics. The book provides context for the sustainability case analysis. 

Teams will be assigned to lead the discussion on certain chapters using presentation slides. The 

presentation should address the following topics:  

 Briefly describe the main stories in the assigned section of the book. 

 Relate the topics in the book to concepts you have been exposed to in your economic, 

business and accounting classes. 

 How do the stories / book relate to issues of recycling, the environment, and sustainability? If 

appropriate, draw on resources from your science and environmental study classes. 

 Consider the human stories presented in book. How do the stories relate to the themes of the 

common good and human dignity (key components of the Catholic Intellectual Tradition)? If 

appropriate, draw on resources from your philosophy, theology and liberal arts classes. 

 How do the topics in the assigned chapter relate to the issues faced in the sustainability 

cases? 

Junkyard Planet Quizzes: Students are expected to read all assigned chapters of the book to 

prepare for the in-class discussion. Electronic quizzes will be administered at the beginning of 

class before the presentations are given (see course calendar for dates). 

Electronic Resources:  

Junkyard Planet: Travels in the Billion-dollar Trash Trade by Adam Minter. 

 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RaqjJ9y-D1w 

Time: 2 minutes, 20 seconds 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RaqjJ9y-D1w
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Creating the Junkyard Planet. Adam Minter Talks Circular Economy and Christmas Tree 

Lights.  

 

 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=12ai6gkx_Ew  

Time: 34 minutes, 3 seconds 

 

Junkyard Planet Rubric 

Criteria Points 

Content 

Summarize the main stories in the chapters and explain any relevant concepts. 10 

Analysis 

Relate the topics in the books to accounting and / or to other disciplines (e.g. economics, finance, 

marketing, operations, management, etc.). Relate the topics in the book to sustainability / 

recycling and consider how the topics could inform your analysis of Atlas Scrap Yard (the case 

assigned in module 2). Consider the human stories in the book and relate the themes to the 

common good and human dignity (concepts from the Catholic Intellectual Tradition). If 

appropriate, draw on your theology, philosophy and liberal arts courses. 

10 

Presentation 

The presentation should be professional, well organized, and engaging. Include time to get the 

class actively discussing the stories concepts you are presenting. You should pose specific 

questions to the class to help achieve this engagement. 

5 

 
Figure 4 shows the instructions and rubric for the Junkyard Planet assignment. 

 

 

Sustainability Discussion Boards 

Increasingly, online tools are being used to facilitate learning (e.g. Kirkwood and Price 2005; 

Jebeile and Abeysekera, 2010; Massoudi, Koh, Hannock and Fung 2017). Discussion boards are 

an online tool that can be used to encourage students to engage with each other and the instructor 

in a written format online. One benefit of online discussion boards is that students tend to feel 

more confident than they might in a verbal classroom discussion setting, which allows students 

to hear from a broader range of views. Well-designed discussion board prompts provide 

guidance on both an initial post and how students should interact with each other through their 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=12ai6gkx_Ew
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substantive replies.1 The sustainability discussion boards require students to identify and reflect 

on how sustainability is influencing businesses’ actions and their own lives. Discussion board 

dialog can aid in the development of professional competencies related to communication.  

 

The first discussion board post (DB1) requires students to research a company’s website on 

sustainability initiatives and to critique the company’s sustainability motives. The learning 

objective of this discussion board is to have students consider why companies might pursue 

sustainability. Students are prompted to consider the profit motives, the public relations motives 

and the altruistic motives. Students tend to select companies they are familiar with including 

Patagonia, Target, Coca-Cola, etc.   

 

The second discussion board (DB2) post requires students to research a business engaging in 

sustainable practices and the circular economy based on write-ups from the Ellen MacArthur 

Foundation. The learning objective of this discussion board is to introduce students to the idea of 

a circular economy. The concept of a circular economy is that products and services are designed 

in a manner that considers and minimizes product input and waste, by considering regenerative 

practices, longer-lasting design and closed recycling loops (Ellen MacArthur Foundation 2019).2 

Student posts relate to products (companies) such as compostable to-go containers (CBPAK), 

reusable detergent bottles for concentrated liquid cleaners (Replenish) as well as services such as  

clothing subscription (YCloset) and bike sharing (Mobike). The third discussion board post 

(DB3) requires students to identify a current event or a sustainable product to research. The posts 

for this discussion board tend to be more substantive than the first discussion board post as 

students have begun to develop a deeper understanding of sustainability concepts.  

 

The fourth discussion board (DB4) is a personal sustainability challenge in which students set 

and share a personal goal for how they can make a change in their own lives to positively 

influence sustainability. Students challenge themselves to various goals such as supporting more 

sustainable businesses, using more public transportation, biking more, picking up trash and 

switching to reusable containers. Students tended to offer up helpful hints (e.g. suggesting 

reusable products they themselves have adopted in lieu of disposable items, carpooling, etc.) and 

encouragement to their discussion board group members on how to achieve these goals.  

 

The final discussion board (DB5) requires students to attend a campus or community 

sustainability event during the semester and report back on the event. Campus events are listed 

by the instructor on the course website to give students options, there are typically lots of options 

during Earth Week in April. Student posts for this discussion board have been really rewarding 

to read; the events provide very different perspectives and often students report back positively 

on the event. The discussion board prompts are shown in Appendix B.    

                                                 
1 I have had the most success with smaller group discussion boards rather than a single discussion board for the 

entire class. A class-wide discussion board can become overwhelming and unwieldly for the students and the 

instructor. Smaller group discussion boards with six to eight students mimic the face-to-face model of smaller break 

out groups discussing a topic in-class and encourages more substantive discussion board replies than a class-wide 

discussion board. Strong posts can be shared with the class using whole group feedback at the instructors’ discretion. 
2 The Ellen MacArthur Foundation Website (https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/circular-

economy/overview/concept ) has an excellent video called Rethinking Progress: The Circular Economy, which 

can be accessed through the following link: https://youtu.be/zCRKvDyyHmI 

https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/circular-economy/overview/concept
https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/circular-economy/overview/concept
https://youtu.be/zCRKvDyyHmI
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Sustainability Cases  

I incorporate two sustainability cases in the course: (1) Atlas Scrap Metal, a case on decision 

analysis for joint products set in the scrap metal recycling industry and (2) Tech Cycle, a budget 

analysis case based on a non-profit electronics recycler. 3  

 

The purpose of the Atlas Scrap Metal Case (Anctil, Grimm & Maloney 2019) is to apply 

managerial accounting, economic, and international business concepts. Atlas Scrap Metal 

produces the joint products of steel and mixed metals, and the case requires students to analyze 

potential export markets to decide whether to sell or process further the mixed metals. The case 

requires students to quantitatively support their recommendation using calculated contribution 

margins, sensitivity analysis on commodity prices and differential analysis. The case also allows 

students to explore why production costs (i.e. direct labor, materials, overhead) vary across 

countries to determine which export markets have the most potential for negotiating the highest 

bids for Atlas’ mixed metals. The case was inspired by Adam Minter’s book Junkyard Planet 

(2013) and introduce students to the business of recycling scrap metal as a component of 

sustainability.  

 

The Tech Cycle Case (Grimm 2019) is based on a social enterprise that operates an e-waste 

recycling business to support its mission of providing employment and job training for 

individuals with barriers to employment.4 Tumbling commodity prices have negatively impacted 

Tech Cycle’s revenue, profits and cash reserves. The weakened financial position has led the 

organization’s leadership to question its ability to meet is mission with its current operating 

structure and strategy. Students are required to consider multiple options for the organization and 

to offer a recommendation to help the organization return to profitability, meet its mission, and 

to remain self-sustaining. The case specifically requires students to prepare a planning budget, 

prepare and evaluate a flexible budget, and to calculate and interpret revenue and spending 

variances. The case allows students to explore how sustainable enterprises can address issues 

such as climate change and barriers to employment.  

 

There are limited accounting instructional resources that incorporate sustainability themes with 

accounting content. The Apostolou, et. al. reviews (2013, 2015, 2016,  2017 and 2018) 

categorize accounting instructional resources. The Apostolou, et. al. reviews only identify two 

resources as relating to sustainability. One paper, authored by Bouten and Houzee (2015), is an 

instructional resource introducing students to the concept of sustainability reporting. Another 

paper on sustainability, authored by Hazelton and Haigh (2010), describes how the authors 

incorporated sustainability themes into a graduate accounting course.  

 

I reviewed cases published in Issues in Accounting Education and the Journal of Accounting 

Education for the most recent five years (2014 – 2019) to identify additional cases that could 

support sustainability learning objectives by setting accounting content issues within an industry 

pursuing sustainability initiatives. These cases are listed in Figure 5. 

  

                                                 
3 Working papers for these cases are available upon request.  
4 The case is based on Tech Dump and Tech Discounts, an electronics recycler and retailer in the Minneapolis / St. 

Paul metropolitan area. Special thanks to Tech Dump’s Executive Director Amanda LaGrange for sharing the 

organization’s story and lessons with students.  

https://www-sciencedirect-com.ezproxy.stthomas.edu/science/article/pii/S0748575113000262#b0695
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Figure 5 

Accounting Cases Incorporating Sustainability 

Case Citation Case Topic and Setting

Hess, M. F., & Andiola, L. M. (2018). Fraud risk brainstorming at 

Tesla Motors. Issues in Accounting Education  33:2(19-34).

Audit risk case based on Tesla, the electric 

vehicle manufacturer. 

Wyness, L. & Dalton, F. (2018). The Value of Problem-Based 

Learning in Learning for Sustainability: Undergraduate Accounting 

Student Perspectives. Journal of Accounting Education,  45(1-19). 

Problem based learning assignments related 

to sustainability reporting and sustainability 

investing.

Franz, D. R. (2018). “Back to the future” (or how a product last sold 

almost 60 years ago resulted in a current financial statement 

restatement).  Issues in Accounting Education 33:2(9-17).

Financial restatement case based on an 

environmental product liability related 

arising from asbestos. 

McNellis, C. J. (2018). Dynamic divestures: A codification 

exercise on the reporting of discontinued operations. Issues in 

Accounting Education, 33 (1), 53-63.

Financial reporting case based on a 

company focusing on sustainable products 

and services by divesting lines of business.

Angelo, B., Ayres, D. & Stanfield, J. (2018). Power from the ground 

up: Using data analytics in capital budgeting. Journal of Accounting 

Education , 42(27-39).

Capital budgeting case comparing coal and 

geothermal power. 

Brown, V. L., & Kohlbeck, M. J. (2017). Providing assurance for 

sustainability reports: An instructional case. Issues in Accounting 

Education, 32 (3), 95-102. 

Auditing case on sustainability reporting. 

McGuigan, N., Sin, S., & Kern, T. (2017). Sourcing sustainable 

finance in a globally competitive market: An instructional 

case. Issues in Accounting Education, 32 (1), 43-58.

Financing case related to a business 

addressing a sustainable, environmental or 

societal issues. 

Bouten, L., & Hoozée, S. (2015). Challenges in sustainability and 

integrated reporting. Issues in Accounting Education, 30 (4), 373-

381. 

Sustainability reporting case requiring 

students to criticaly evaluate sustainablity 

reporting of Telnet. 

Detzen, D., genannt Wersborg, T. S., & Zülch, H. (2015). Bleak 

weather for sun-shine AG: A case study of impairment of assets. 

Issues in Accounting Education, 30(2): 113-126.

Case on impairments set in the solar-power 

industry. 

Persellin, J. S., Shaub, M. K., & Wilkins, M. S. (2014). 

Arachnophobia: A case on impairment and accounting ethics. Issues 

in Accounting Education, 29 (4), 577-586.

Case on impairments to land due to 

discovery of endangered species. 

Davis, L., & Matson, D. (2014). A river runs between them: An 

instructional case in professional services provided by a CPA firm. 

Journal of Accounting Education,  32(4):49-57.

Audit case based on municipal cost sharing 

for a water treatment plant. 

 

 
Figure 5 lists cases published over the last five years in Issues in Accounting Education and Journal of Accounting 

that incorporate sustainability themes explicitly or by setting the case in a sustainability focused industry. Cases 

were identified by searching the text of each case for sustainability and environment, as well as by reviewing the 

business setting / industry described in the case.  
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APPENDIX A 

Junkyard Planet Topics and Quotes By Chapter  

*Introduction 

 Recycling process, supply and demand, economic forces.  

 

“There is a guarantee: if what you toss into your recycling bin can be used in some 

way, the international scrap recycling business will manage to deliver it to the 

person or company who can do so most profitably.” (p. 5) 

 

*Ch. 1 Making Soup 

 Regulations, automation in recycling, correlation between wealth and consumption 

/ recycling. 

 

“The richer you are, and the more educated you are, the more stuff you will throw 

away.” (p. 12)  

 

*Ch. 2 Grubbing 

 Entrepreneurship, evolution of scrap business, barriers to entry, dirty work, input 

costs, economic boom and bust cycles. 

 

“The world’s largest recycling industry – the U.S. one – was also born from self-

interested motives, and for more than a century, it thrived and recycled with little 

notice until, in the 1960s, a nascent American environmental movement rebranded 

the business.” (p. 28) 

 

*Ch. 3 Honey, Barley 

 Commodities, direct material and labor costs, competition, economies of scale. 

 

“Scrap metal, despite its association with trash, is as much a commodity as bushels 

of corn … A pound of wire isn’t quite so simple to buy. After all, a pound of wire 

isn’t a pound of metal; it’s a pound of metal (often more than one kind) and 

insulation. The insulation doesn’t weigh much, but you have you’ll have to pay 

somebody to remove it, and separating different kinds of metals costs even more. 

So the price paid for the wire needs to reflect those costs, or the transaction isn’t 

going to be profitable for the buyer.” (p. 46)  

*Ch. 4 The Intercontinental 

 Economic cycles of booms and recessions, supply and demand for metals in global 

markets, economic and environmental comparison of mined metals with recycled 

metals, pollution, regulatory considerations, mining in the Boundary Waters Canoe 

Area (BWCA). 

 

“To be honest, I was shocked by the number of people who worked in these 

scrapyards, and by their low pay. But I was not shocked by the menial jobs, and I 

was not surprised by the pollution.” (p. 65) 

“But for all of the risks [with recycling], there are still opportunities, and in my 

travels I have yet to come across a country, a region, where recycling is in decline. 
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As resources become more scarce, the demand for people to extract those resources 

becomes even greater. It’s an entrepreneurial opportunity…” (p. 76) 

 

*Ch. 5 The Backhaul 

 Trade deficits, impact of trade deficits on shipping costs (backhaul: cheaper to ship 

back to the country with the trade surplus then to the country with the trade deficit), 

global supply and demand is determined by stage of development and the overall 

health of the economy, differences in labor costs and standards across countries. 

 

“The sting of trade deficits afflicts many, but none more keenly than shipping 

companies… if the United States and the European Union aren’t manufacturing 

anything that people in China want to buy, then shipping companies need to figure 

out the cheapest way to move their containers back to China ASAP so they can be 

restocked with more goods to ship back to the States. Shipping empty containers is 

one option, but not a very profitable one.” (p. 85-86) 

  

*Ch. 6 The Grimy Boomtown Heat 

 Reuse markets for electronics and motors, labor costs, wealthier societies consume 

more and are less likely to reuse and are thus less sustainable. 

 

“The American scrap recycling industry is mostly about recycling, not reuse.” (p. 

101) 

 

Ch. 7 Big Waste Country 

 Commodity market prices, global markets (US exports significant amounts of 

scrap), low direct material costs and economies of scale are important for 

profitability in recycling industry. Regulations, labor prices and economic growth 

impact where scrap metal is processed.  

 

“One reason is that China is growing fast, and a modern economy can’t grow fast 

without copper. But the other major reason is that the last of the American factories 

devoted to refining scrap metals shut down in 2000 due to the high cost of 

complying with environmental regulations.” (p. 117)” 
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Ch. 8 Homer 

 Input costs, revenue, global economic crisis of 2008. 

 

“We pass shops wholesaling wire and cable for the region’s booming housing 

sector, and as I gaze past them at the more distant hills, it occurs to me that this 

region was once painfully pretty.” (p. 134) 

 

*Ch. 9 Plastic Land 

 Pollution associated with recycling plastic, working conditions, health concerns due 

to pollution, government regulation, supply and demand for plastics drives the 

industry.  

 

“Ultimately, I believe, blame [for the plastic recycling pollution and poor working 

conditions] must be also be placed on the consumers and the home recyclers – in 

China, in the United States – who buy plastics and then dispose of them in ever-

greater quantities in their recycling bins. … the corporations that support Wen’an 

and places like it by purchasing recycled plastics from its businesses would be well 

advised to seek out cleaner raw materials.” (p. 156) 

 

Ch. 10 The Reincarnation Department 

 Costing, make or buy decisions, scale required for recycling, labor costs compared 

to automation costs. 

 

“The shredder stands as the singularly most important piece of recycling equipment 

ever developed. It is, among other things, the best and really only solution to 

managing the biggest source of consumer wasted in the world today: the roughly 14 

million American automobiles that are junked annually.” (p. 161). 

  

*Ch. 11 The Golden Ignot 

 Reuse, e-waste, health concerns due to pollution arising from e-waste recycling 

methods, dumping of e-waste, regulation, ethics. 

 

“Thus what was once a perfectly repairable old computer (which competes against 

the purchase of new computers) has over the last decade been rebranded as 

‘hazardous e-waste.’ That’s not good for consumers in the developing world, or for 

the environment.” (p. 193) 
 

“For Guiyu’s traders, according the Henry, it’s the reuse value, and not the scrap 

metal and plastic value, that really drive profitability.” (p. 196) 

 

 

Ch. 12 The Coin Tower 

 Economies of scale, automation as compared to labor intensive recycling methods, 

costing based on input costs, profitability of the metals recycling industry, working 

conditions.  
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“Export isn’t always the best payday – especially if you have the technology to 

compete with the hand sorters. … Huron Valley isn’t necessarily the future of 

recycling – they’ve been using technology to sort metals for decades – but they 

offer one model (albeit, a proprietary and highly capital-intensive model) for those 

who want an alternative to more labor-intensive methods of recycling.” (pp. 221-

222) 

 

“None of this happens out of good intentions. The American automobile industry 

buys Huron Valley’s recycled aluminum becase it’s just as good as virgin 

aluminum, and its priced competitively. But the green effects of Huron Valey’s 

profitable intentions are undeniable: recycled aluminum is made using roughly 8 

percent of the energy required to make new aluminum, and it doesn’t require a 

bauxite mine…” (p. 224) 

 

Ch. 13 Hot Metal Flows 

 Global markets, financial crisis, cancelled contracts. 

 

“In the six weeks since the September 2008 collapse of Lehman Brothers, and the 

onset of the global financial crisis, the pirce of aluminum had fallen by more than 

half. This was nothing unusual: as a raw material, scrap is highly sensitive to 

perturbations in the global economy. Indeed, scrap prices began to slip as much as 

six months ahead of the Lehman crash. Likewise, if an economy is starting to grow, 

scrap prices tend to be among the first rising indicators.” (p. 232) 

 

Ch. 14 Canton 

 Ethics, dynamic markets, financial volatility for commodity prices. 

 

“Then he reminds me of something. ‘Margins are so tight these days. It’s tough.’ 

 … And then it occurs to me to ask him a question that wasn’t yet a big question 

back when I worked in the business. ‘What would happen if you didn’t have a 

China to which you could send your metal?’ 

He shrugs. ‘A lot of it would go into the landfill.’” (pp. 248-249)  

 

 

*Ch. 15 Ashes to Ashes, Junk to Junk 

 Current American economic model designs products for disposal rather than 

refurbish / recycle. The ability to recycle generally encourages more consumption.  

 

“The results were troubling: those who performed the task in the presence of a 

recycling bin used twice as much paper as those who could only throw their excess 

paper in a trash bin.” (p. 251) 

 

Recycling isn’t a “get out of jail free card” (p. 252)  – “An important issue is to 

identify ways to nudge consumers toward recycling while also making them aware 

that recycling is not a perfect solution and that reducing overall consumption is 

desirable as well.” (p. 255) 
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“for consumers hoping to do something about the growing volume of e-waste 

piling up, worldwide, a campaign to demand that manufacturers introduce design 

for recycling principles into new products would go a long way to keeping 

electronics out of landfills for the long term. At the same time, consumers can 

encourage the development of reuse by buying refurbished machines themselves.” 

(p. 256)  

*Afterward 

 International relationships, recycling is better than using new materials.  

 

“Recycling is better – I won’t write ‘good’ – for the environment. But, without 

economics – without supply and demand of raw materials - recycling is nothing 

more than a meaningless exercise of glorifying garbage. No doubt it’s better than 

throwing something into an incinerator, and worse than fixing something that can 

be refurbished.” (p. 269) 

 

*Assigned as required reading in the most recent two semesters.  

 

APPENDIX B 

Sustainability Discussion Board Prompts 

 

DB 1: Sustainability and Company Websites 

Find a company that discusses sustainability initiatives or products on its website. Post the link 

of the website to the discussion board along with two paragraphs summarizing how the company 

describes its sustainability efforts and determine what you think the company's sustainability 

motives are (e.g. Consider topics such as the following:  Is the company using "sustainability" to 

... Increase revenue through a specialize product? ...For cost reductions? ... Public relations? 

...Process considerations? ...Risk management? ... Circular design? ... Other motives?). 

 

DB 2: Case Studies in the Circular Economy  

A circular economy is a regenerative system in which resource input and waste, emission, and 

energy leakage are minimized by slowing, closing, and narrowing energy and material loops. 

This can be achieved through long-lasting design, maintenance, repair, reuse, re-manufacturing, 

refurbishing, and closed recycling loops. Review the following 

link  https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/circular-economy/overview/concept , and watch 

the video Rethinking Progress: The Circular Economy for an introduction to the concept 

https://youtu.be/zCRKvDyyHmI  

 
 

The link below has several case studies of innovative ideas to advance 

sustainability. https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/case-studies . Select one of the case 

studies to summarize in your own words. Include a link to your chosen case study in your post.  

https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/circular-economy/overview/concept 
https://youtu.be/zCRKvDyyHmI
https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/case-studies
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In your two paragraph post: Summarize the business model and describe how the business 

advances the goal of sustainability and the circular economy. What issue does the product or 

process in the case seek to address? What are the benefits and drawbacks of the product or 

approach in the case? How were the drawbacks addressed to create a successful product or 

process? Consider whether or not the model in the case study could be applied to other similar 

industries or geographical applications (that is, is the concept unique to this company/location or 

could it be expanded?). Consider how the case influences multiple business disciplines (select at 

least two). For example, consider the challenges and / or opportunities for marketing the product, 

consider the operations for producing the product, or accounting and finance by considering the 

costs resulting from tradeoffs between labor, materials and manufacturing choices. Provide your 

opinion on the case - why did you pick it and what did you find particularly interesting? Do you 

think the model discussed in the case will continue? 

 

Instruction for DB2 Replies: Reply to two of your classmates with a one to two paragraph post. 

The reply should: Comment on the case, link the case to one of the following (Junkyard Planet, 

or your initial case study post), comment on any additional business links you see from the case 

and identify why you found the post interesting. 

DB3: Current Events or Sustainable Products 

Select any current events item that addresses or links sustainability and business in any way. The 

post should summarize an article, podcast or broadcast. Explain how the current event links to 

accounting and /or business concepts and sustainability (or pollution). The reflection should also 

consider the impact of the story on the business / industry. Was the current event good press? 

Bad press? How could it be improved? Are there lessons for companies from this story? If you 

were hired as a consultant for the company, how would you advise the company? The 

reflections, along with links to the source, should be posted to the discussion board. The post 

should be at least two paragraphs in length. 

 

Or 

 

Select a company that produces and sells a sustainable product. Write a post about the company's 

product, why it is sustainable and how the sustainability initiative affects the company's strategy, 

cost structure, image, customer base and profitability.  

 

Instruction for DB3 Replies:  Reply to two of your classmates with a one to two paragraph post. 

The reply should: Comment on the product / company (perhaps offer an opinion on the topic), 

link the case to one of the following (Junkyard Planet, your initial post, the circular economy 

case study), comment on any additional business links  and identify why you found the post 

interesting. 

 

DB4: Personal Sustainable Change Challenge 

During the semester, we have been considering how companies and economics can influence 

sustainability. Now, I'd like you to consider a personal way that you think you can have a 

positive impact on sustainability. Set a sustainability personal goal. 

 

Instruction for DB4 Replies: Read through your group's posts. Reply to two of the posts with an 

idea or suggestion on achieving the personal goal to encourage your classmates.   
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DB5: Attend a Campus Sustainability Event 

Attend an event on campus or in the community that addresses sustainability at some point 

during the semester. Take a photo of you at the event and post it to the discussion board. Your 

written post should describe the event, describe what part you found to be the most interesting, 

describe how the event linked to business (or if it didn't link to business, ways in which business 

could be involved in similar initiatives in the future).   

 

No replies are required for DB5.  
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Junkyard Planet: Teaching Managerial Accounting with a Sustainability Theme 

INTRODUCTION, COURSE DESCRIPTION AND LEARING OBJECTIVES 

Climate change is a disruptive force that is altering our environment and could have immense 

economic impacts across the globe. This has led to increased interest and awareness around 

sustainability concepts on university campuses and within business schools (Amaral et al. 2015, 

Findler et al. 2019). Future accounting professionals and business leaders will be in positions to 

influence company and societal decisions related to sustainability. Introducing students to the 

economic considerations around sustainability, and the role of businesses in achieving 

sustainability initiatives can be beneficial for our students and our societies. I recently began 

teaching undergraduate managerial accounting course with a sustainability theme. This article 

reflects on and discusses my experience developing and teaching a sustainability themed 

accounting course.  

 

Michaelson (2016) encourages business faculty to include novels in their courses as a way to 

critically examine the roles of business in society and to allow students to reflect on how to live. 

Michaelson (2016) argues the longer format of a novel allows students to immerse themselves 

into a different world, become engaged in a story and have a more memorable and meaningful 

learning experience. Minter’s book, Junkyard Planet, while not a novel, would meet many of 

Michaelson’s aims. Minter uses the stories of interesting and eccentric characters to depict and 

explain the operations and economics of the worldwide recycling industry. The text allows the 

concepts of globalization, supply and demand, input prices, revenues, operations, trade deficits, 

global regulatory policies, wage rates and working conditions to come to life.  

 

Minter’s premise is that economic forces, specifically the profit motive, can push society towards 

a more sustainable future (2013 6).  The book challenges students to consider the recycling 

industry beyond the blue bins in their homes and schools. He explains that the revenues 

generated from recycled materials are driven by the economic demand for the recovered 

materials, which are often driven by commodity prices and the overall economy. He notes that 

the direct material costs (i.e. the cost of the collected recyclables) are often free or cheap. The 

collection, sorting and conversion costs vary across countries due to differences in labor wages 

and access to capital and automation. Economies of scale are also discussed given that the 

operating profit margins for recycling can be very low. Minter believes that recycling occurs not 

because it is “green” but because there is profit to be made from recycling (2013 5). The book 

describes both the positive impacts of recycling as well as recycling’s dirtier side. Minter in the 

end argues the most sustainable path forward is in less consumption. The book’s context of the 

recycling industry allows accounting students to begin to consider the idea of limited resources 

and provides examples of businesses addressing sustainability through profitable recycling.  

 

I use the book to provide a framework to introduce the concept that companies and market forces 

can influence sustainability. Sustainability is then further explored through online discussion 

board posts  relating to corporate sustainability initiatives, circular design principles1, current 

events and campus/community sustainability events. Discussion board posts provide students 

with the opportunity to consider how companies address sustainability, and to address the 

                                                 
1 Circular design encourages product development to that considers reuse, recycling or disposal options when the 

product is no longer desired by the end consumer.    

https://www-emeraldinsight-com.ezproxy.stthomas.edu/doi/full/10.1108/IJSHE-07-2017-0114
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motives around such corporate initiatives. Students are also required to complete case analyses 

that consider managerial accounting concepts within organizations seeking to advance 

sustainability initiatives.  

 

The paper proceeds as follows. First, the sustainability learning objectives of the course are 

discussed along with an overview of the sustainability assignments. Next, the paper reflects on 

how students learned from the sustainability elements of the course by evaluating quantitative 

and qualitative student feedback on the sustainability assignments.  

 

The University I teach at recently launched an interdisciplinary sustainability minor. Students 

can earn the minor by taking one required environmental studies course and 16 credits from 

sustainability designated courses that are offered by various departments throughout the 

University. The undergraduate managerial accounting course I teach has the University’s 

sustainability designation and thus can be used by students pursuing a Sustainability Minor. 

Figure 1 shows the course description, which was adapted to include sustainability.  

 

 

Figure 1 

Course Description for Managerial Accounting with a Sustainability Designation 

 

Managerial accounting data is used internally by businesses for cost management, 

planning and controlling, and strategic decision-making. The managerial 

accounting topics covered in this course include cost behavior, product costing, 

budgeting, and cost benefit analysis. The course will examine the interconnections 

between human and environmental well-being by considering how business data, 

decisions and markets influence sustainability efforts. Sustainability is integrated 

into the course by reading the book Junkyard Planet, which examines the for-

profit recycling industry, with sustainability case analysis assignments, discussion 

board posts exploring sustainability topics, and guest speakers who have 

implemented sustainability initiatives.  

 
Figure 1 shows the course description for managerial accounting with a sustainability designation. 
 

 

The learning objectives for the course are shown in Figure 2. Learning objectives 1 – 10 are 

standardized learning objectives across the core managerial accounting courses in the business 

school. Learning objectives 11 – 14 are specific learning objectives that were adopted to 

incorporate sustainability themes into the course. Learning activities for the course include the 

typical managerial accounting textbook homework, cases analyses and exams, as well as 

sustainability assignments including an assignment based on Junkyard Planet, discussion board 

posts and managerial accounting cases related to sustainability  
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Figure 2 

Mapping Learning Objectives with Learning Activities  
Learning Objectives Learning Activities: 

 Homework Exams Junkyard 

Planet Book 

Club 

Sustainability 

Cases 

Sustainability 

Discussion 

Board Posts 

1. Explain the differences between financial accounting and 

managerial accounting. 
     

2. Classify cost types as fixed, variable, or mixed. 
     

3. Trace cost flow for a manufacturing company. 
   

  

4. Prepare and use cost-volume-profit analyses. 
     

5. Distinguish among costing methods. 
     

6. Prepare a master budget and understand its role in the 

planning process. 
     

7. Prepare a flexible budget and understand its role as a control 

tool. 
   

  

8. Use standard costing to prepare variance analysis and 

understand its role as a control tool. 
   

  

9. Prepare and interpret segment reports. 

 
   

  

10. Use relevant cost data for strategic decision-making. 
     

11. Apply managerial accounting concepts to the for-profit reuse 

and recycling industry. 
  

   

12. Evaluate decisions related to costs and profitability from a 

sustainability and managerial accounting perspective. 
  

   

13. Interpret economic data that influences the global markets for 

recycling. 
  

   

14. Describe how sustainability can be interwoven into the budget 

and planning process of organizations to decrease costs and 

increase profitability. 

  
   

 

Figure 2 shows how the sustainability learning objectives are supported by sustainability learning activities.
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Overview of Classroom Implementation 

Students are introduced to the course’s sustainability theme through an online announcement 

prior to class. On the first day of class, students participate in a word cloud activity by 

identifying a few words that represent what sustainability means to them personally. Then, 

definitions of sustainability from the dictionary and the Our Common Future, The Bruntland 

Report for the World Commission on Environment and Development (1987) are presented.  

“Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (Bruntland 1987). This 

can be a great discussion prompt that can transition into how the class will explore the potential 

economic and profit motives associated with sustainability and how business can contribute to a 

sustainable future.  

 

Figure 3 shows the sequence of the sustainability learning activities throughout the 14-week 

semester.2 The first discussion board post is assigned the second week of class to get students 

thinking about how companies describe their sustainability initiatives on their websites. During 

weeks 3 – 7, students read and present Minter’s Junkyard Planet to increase understanding of the 

market’s role in recycling and sustainability. Additional sustainability discussion board posts and 

cases relating to sustainability are assigned during the second half of the course. The Junkyard 

Planet presentation and quizzes account for approximately 15% of the students’ total grade, 

discussion board posts for 5%, and case write-ups for 10%. The sustainability learning activities, 

and how they support the course’s learning objectives are described next.  

 

Figure 3  

Sequencing of Sustainability Learning Activities 

 
Week Sustainability Learning Activity 

Week 1 Course Introduction 

Week 2 DB1: Sustainability and Company Websites 

Week 3 JP: Introduction, Ch. 1 - 4 

Week 4  

Week 5 JP: Ch. 5 - 7 

Week 6  

Week 7 JP: Ch. 9 -11, 15 and Afterward 

Week 8  

Week 9 DB2: Case Studies in the Circular Economy 

Week 10 Sustainability Case #1: Budgeting for an e-waste Recycler 

Week 11 DB3: Current Events or Sustainable Products 

Week 12 DB4: Personal Sustainability Challenge 

Week 13 DB5: Attend a Campus Sustainability Event 

Week 14 Sustainability Case #2: Joint Products for a Scrap Metal Recycler 

 

Figure 3 shows the sequencing of sustainability learning activities during the 14-week course. 

                                                 
2 The course also included weekly online textbook homework as well as a midterm (week 6) and final exam (week 

14).   
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AICPA Core Competencies Addressed 

 

Junkyard Planet, by Adam Minter, depicts the development and operations of the world-wide 

scrap and reuse business, and its role in the development of greener design, resource use, and 

waste practices. Students are expected to read the assigned chapters, present and lead a 

discussion on specific chapters, and participate in the class-room discussion of the book.  

The book is used to generate rich discussion on the global economy as it relates to commodity 

prices, trade imbalances, and global differences in labor and technology markets, logistics, 

operations and sustainability. The book allows students to explore and then explain why recycled 

materials are likely to be sold in different markets around the world. In addition, students explore 

how different labor markets and regulations affect decisions about automation. These concepts 

relate well to the managerial accounting concepts of direct material, labor, automation and 

overhead costs. Finally, the book provides a setting to explore the role of business and markets in 

lessening the negative impacts on the environment of a consumption-based economy. This 

assignment develops the governance, global and industry perspectives, which are subsets of the 

business competencies, outlined in the AICPA Pre-certification Core Competency Framework 

(AICPA 2018). Students work collaboratively in teams to present material from the book and to 

lead in-class discussion sessions. The assignment develops the professional competencies related 

to collaboration and communication that are outlined in the AICPA Pre-certification Core 

Competency Framework (AICPA 2018). 

 

I use the book to provide a framework to introduce the concept that companies and market forces 

can influence sustainability. Sustainability is then further explored through online discussion 

board posts relating to corporate sustainability initiatives, circular design principles1, current 

events and campus/community sustainability events. Discussion board posts provide students 

with the opportunity to consider how companies address sustainability, and to address the 

motives around such corporate initiatives. Discussion boards allow students to practice online 

written communication and respectful discourse.  

 

Students are also required to complete case analyses that consider managerial accounting 

concepts within organizations seeking to advance sustainability initiatives. These cases allow 

students to develop their decision-making competencies.  

 

                                                 
1 Circular design encourages product development to that considers reuse, recycling or disposal options when the 

product is no longer desired by the end consumer.    
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Junkyard Planet Rubric 

Criteria Comments*  Points 

Content 

Summarize the main stories in the chapters and explain any relevant concepts. 

 
10 

Analysis 

Relate the topics in the books to accounting and / or to other disciplines (e.g. economics, finance, 

marketing, operations, management, etc.). Relate the topics in the book to sustainability / 

recycling and consider how the topics could inform your analysis of Atlas Scrap Yard (the case 

assigned in module 2). Consider the human stories in the book and relate the themes to the 

common good and human dignity (concepts from the Catholic Intellectual Tradition). If 

appropriate, draw on your theology, philosophy and liberal arts courses. 

 

10 

Presentation 

The presentation should be professional, well organized, and engaging. Include time to get the 

class actively discussing the stories concepts you are presenting. You should pose specific 

questions to the class to help achieve this engagement. 

 

5 

 *Qualitative comments to substantiate numerical points ratings were given to students.  

 

Discussion Board Rubric 

Criteria Low (half credit) High (full credit) 

Initial Post (5 points): 

The initial post should thoughtfully 

address the topic by descriptively 

explaining the concept and linking it 

to course content.  

Initial post is one to two paragraphs 

in length and addresses some of the 

topics in the discussion board prompt. 

The post lacks details and reflection.  

Initial post is two to three paragraphs in 

length and thoughtfully addresses all of 

the questions in the discussion board 

prompt. The post links the topic to course 

content.  

Replies (5 points): 

Discussion boards are designed to 

facilitate interaction and 

communication among participants. 

Replies should demonstrate 

thoughtful dialog and comments on 

the post, which link to your own 

post or to related experiences or 

course content.  

One to two replies that are short. 

Replies make limited connections 

between the class and other posts.  

At least two thoughtful replies are 

provided. Replies are at least one 

substantive paragraph that provide insight 

on the initial post by linking it to other 

posts in the discussion and / or offering up 

additional related ideas.  
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