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PREFACE

These are challenging times for the accounting profession.  Through recent events, the world
has learned an object lesson in the centrality of accounting and accountability to our capital 
markets.  This crisis brings us the opportunity to reflect and to refocus our efforts—to find new
answers and make new commitments.  At this critical juncture, we choose to focus on 
accounting education because of the important role it plays in rebuilding the public trust.  
We also want to respond to the many questions we receive about our views on accounting 
education and on important curricular decisions.

To show how accounting education can help the profession travel the road back to public trust,
we begin this volume with our position on accounting education.  It is based on our extensive
experience with students and faculty; on our research on success in the firm; on lengthy dis-
cussions with a number of professors and administrators; on ongoing dialogue within our firm;
and on an intense study of curricula at nine universities.  We intend our comments to support
the continuing conscientious stewardship of the trust the profession places in the academy, and
we hope our views will stimulate productive dialogue on the future of accounting education.  
It is important to note that the positions we take are our own and should not be attributed to any
of the faculty or institutions that have provided input to us.

To help provide context for our position, we have included a summary of our Curriculum Study
in this monograph.  PricewaterhouseCoopers commissioned Dr. Clifton F. Conrad and Ms. Kim
Rapp of the University of Wisconsin to study the curricula at nine universities and at PwC.
Completed in late 2002, this research broke new ground in the breadth and depth of its analysis
of what is actually happening in the classroom and in understanding the intersection between
collegiate education and continuing professional education.  It provides important insight into
the current state of accounting education.

We would like to express our deep appreciation to the many individuals who have helped us
with the formulation of our position paper and with the research for our Curriculum Study.  This
includes a number of our colleagues at PwC and many administrators, faculty and students at
universities.  We owe special thanks to our primary researchers and to the nine heads of the
accounting programs we studied.  All of the people we worked with were exceptionally 
generous in devoting valuable time with a graciousness for which we are most appreciative.

PricewaterhouseCoopers
New York
March, 2003
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As never before, attention is focused on the
capital markets.  Public trust in the markets
and the people who work in them has been
shaken.  Questions have been raised about
the institutions and individuals that share a
collective responsibility for producing infor-
mation for the marketplace.  Continuing
revelations of questionable conduct by indi-
viduals fuel an atmosphere of dissatisfaction
that diminishes confidence in the profession
and, ultimately, our economy.

Calls for accounting reform are continuous.
Professional, regulatory, judicial, and leg-
islative responses have had varied impacts
on the crisis in trust.  In addition to these
efforts, accounting educators must play a
clear role in restoring the public trust.
Collegiate education has a very significant
and lasting effect on the knowledge, skills
and attitudes that individuals bring to the
marketplace.  As we all face the challenge of
how to restore the public trust, we must con-
sider what reforms are necessary in the
accounting education system that in turn
develops practitioners who provide critical
support to the U.S. economy.

In this paper we begin by reviewing 
the essential parts of the corporate 
reporting supply chain.  We then present
PricewaterhouseCoopers’ position on ten
educational issues that are essential to the
reform of accounting education.

The Corporate Reporting 
Supply Chain

To understand how education can help
restore trust in the capital markets, we must
first consider who impacts the capital alloca-
tion process.  All the elements of the supply
chain—company executives, boards of
directors, information distributors, inde-
pendent auditing firms, third-party analysts,
standard setters, and market regulators—
must be dependable.  Failure to understand
what is right and to act accordingly by indi-
viduals in the supply chain may seriously
damage our ability to create value through
capital formation.

To educate for the public trust, accounting
programs must be successful in attracting
the right students, provide a vigorous and
challenging curriculum, and maintain ade-
quate resources to ensure the viability of the
educational process.  The sections that 
follow identify and discuss specific recom-
mendations in each of these areas.

Students

1. The accounting profession can-
not function effectively without
an adequate and predictable
flow of new talent.  The quality
of the talent, as measured by
performance after employment,
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must be consistent over time,
and the availability of talent
must not be unduly influenced
by external factors, including
the economic climate.

We choose to start our discussion with 
students because the renewal provided by
succeeding cohorts of new entrants is critical
to all elements in the corporate reporting
supply chain.  Specifically, the public
accounting profession has a long tradition 
as a major force in entry-level hiring.
Accounting firms provide lifelong career
opportunities for many, as well as a robust
professional experience for thousands of
new entrants each year.

Enhancing the firms’ ability to maintain an
adequate and predictable flow of new talent
is essential.  While the imbalance of low
supply and high demand is a significant
problem at times, variability over time is
also an issue.  Short-term spikes in supply
may occur, but the focus must be on long-
term trends.

Professionals and faculty must continue to
work together to ensure that students under-
stand both the benefits of majoring in
accounting and the challenging reality of
actually practicing in the profession.
Enriching courses and classes with materials
that reflect the complexity of the practice
environment will help reach this goal.  At 
the same time, the quality of the education
will increase.

Faculty should ensure that their students
make critical choices with sufficient, reliable
information.  Faculty also should create and
maintain connections with students who
have not yet chosen a major.  All too often

this audience is served by instructors who
are not fully connected to the accounting
program.  Also, these students may not be
included in the extracurricular activities of
the accounting program.  This means that
some students make life-changing decisions
without the best possible information.
Ensuring good communications with stu-
dents by the most effective and respected
members of the faculty will create a signifi-
cant increase in interest in the accounting
program.

The accounting profession needs a consis-
tent flow of quality talent entering the
profession over time.  To gauge the success
towards this goal requires a measure of
quality.  At PricewaterhouseCoopers, we
evaluate our partners and staff each year.
Much effort goes into this process, and great
care is taken to ensure that it appropriately
reflects practice needs.  This data also
reveals the performance of a school’s gradu-
ates over time in the firm, and is a key part
of evaluating the quality of our entrants.

2. To serve our constituencies, we
need diverse talent entering the
profession.  We must reflect the
reality and strength of the com-
mercial world.  We cannot do
this without access to a diverse
student population.

We, and our clients, serve global markets
that include a wide variety of participants.
Groups often thought of as “minorities” are
in fact the majority in some markets. The
purchasing power of nontraditional groups is
measured in the billions and trillions of dol-
lars.  Our clients incorporate diversity as a
business strategy to increase sales, market
share and earnings growth by increasing
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innovation and by reaching out to untapped
or underserved markets.  They expect us to
support these efforts and to be able to con-
nect with them at many levels.  To do this,
we must mirror the composition of the world
in which we work and live.  By having a
pool of diverse talent, we increase the cre-
ativity of our teams and strengthen the
quality of our work.

The primary avenue of entry into the prac-
tice is through collegiate education.  For us
to meet our diversity needs, the supply of
minority talent must increase.  Colleges and
universities must ensure that the opportuni-
ties implicit in their accounting programs are
available to all qualified students and that
those students have ample opportunity in the
collegiate environment to realize the benefits
of working in diverse teams.  We encourage
programs to make connections with and
generate interest among underserved
groups.

Curriculum

3. High-quality corporate report-
ing requires people of integrity,
a spirit of transparency and 
a culture of accountability.  The
values of quality, integrity,
transparency, and account-
ability should be integrated
throughout the curriculum.

Samuel A. DiPiazza Jr. and Robert G. Eccles
identified three key elements in their book
Building the Public Trust:

• A spirit of transparency is the will-
ingness to provide to shareholders

and other stakeholders the informa-
tion they need to make decisions; 

• A culture of accountability
requires that every member of the
corporate reporting supply chain
takes responsibility for the quality of
the information, communication and
decisions that flow through the sys-
tem; and 

• People of integrity are essential
because transparency can only occur
when individuals try to “do the 
right thing.”

DiPiazza and Eccles observe that these 
elements “are easy enough to describe, but
not always easy to practice.” Success at
maintaining transparency, accountability
and integrity is a significant contributor to
confidence in the economy.  While business
failures will always be possible in free 
capital markets, lasting change that
enhances these three elements will reduce
their number and consequences.

In the curriculum, we feel that the spirit of
transparency, culture of accountability, and
need for integrity should be experienced
everywhere.  This is as much a matter of ethos
as it is of content.  The power of education
by visibly living these values should not be
underestimated.  They must be pervasive
and cannot be apportioned to particular
courses or classes.  Nor are they solely 
the responsibility of accounting faculty.
Throughout the business curriculum and
extra-curriculum, these three elements must
be omnipresent, surrounding the learner
with an environment that assumes their
importance and rewards no deviations.
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All business students must understand that
personal integrity is not a choice.  It is an
obligation for those who serve the public
interest.  The profession is best served by
academic experiences that require compli-
ance with reasonable standards of conduct.
Faculty members should not tolerate actions
that demonstrate a lack of integrity.

4. While we see some transforma-
tion in accounting curricula,
three areas need additional
focus:

• Helping new entrants under-
stand what it means to be a
member of the profession; 

• Emphasizing higher-level inter-
personal and communi-
cations skills and integrating
them throughout the curricu-
lum; and 

• Fostering students’ ability to
solve problems in complex
business environments where
the best answer is difficult 
to identify.

The PricewaterhouseCoopers Curriculum
Study found that there have been significant
changes and innovations across all the 
programs we examined.  A transformation of
accounting education is taking place, one
that is moving education significantly
beyond providing students only with techni-
cal training and specialized accounting
knowledge.  Innovation has taken place in
approaches to teaching and learning, as 
well as in content and the organization of
knowledge.  These innovations, however, are
not consistently adopted either within or
across programs.

To enhance these improvements, accounting
programs need to focus on three areas.  

• New entrants need help understand-
ing what it means to be a member 
of the profession.  When completing
their formal education in accounting,
many students do not fully under-
stand what it means to be a
practicing accountant in a practical,
everyday sense.  Even after entering
practice, most new hires do not have
a good understanding of what it
means to be a member of the
accounting profession.  Students in
the early stages of study need to
understand the roles and responsibili-
ties they will be expected to assume
as accountants.  Frequent opportuni-
ties to meet, listen to and work with 
professionals (especially those at the
senior levels of an organization) 
and to have conversations about the
responsibilities and ethical issues
accountants face should be important
parts of accounting curricula.
Students should experience a profes-
sional environment from the very
beginning of their experience in
accounting education.

• An emphasis on integrating higher
level interpersonal and communi-
cations skills throughout the curricu-
lum would enhance accounting
education.  Recent experience with
the PricewaterhouseCoopers xTax
Competition demonstrated that stu-
dents are developing essential
expertise in presentation skills.  This
is a significant success; however,
interpersonal, oral and written com-
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munication skills—“soft skills”—go
far beyond the basics of formal pre-
sentations.  Areas needing further
work are interviewing skills, dealing
with “difficult people,” participating
in multicultural communication,
writing in a professional manner, and
integrating these “soft skills” with
higher-order cognitive skills, as well
as technical skills and knowledge.

• Students need an understanding of
the complexity of business environ-
ments to support their ability to
identify and solve problems with sig-
nificant ambiguity in circumstances
that include a significant amount of
change.  Throughout their education
and training, many students are not
consistently encouraged to bring
healthy doses of skeptical and “big-
picture” thinking to their study of
accounting.  At the university level,
too much emphasis on “the right
answer,” and the creation of “silos”
of accounting and business, often
reduce potential opportunities to
identify gray areas.  Students will
benefit from further opportunities to
develop the insight and confidence to
help them identify effectively and
solve complex, real-world problems.

5. The first course in accounting
must ensure that all students
understand the importance of
accounting to business and the
related responsibilities in cor-
porate governance.  Also, it
should properly portray the
practice of accounting in firms,
clients and nonprofit entities.

The first course in accounting is a critical
step in the process of educating for the 
public trust.  The course serves two critical
purposes:

• It is the only opportunity to ensure
that all business students understand
the needs and responsibilities of the
corporate reporting system.  While
accounting specialists are critical to
the corporate reporting supply chain,
many others have significant roles.
All the participants must be fully
aware of their responsibilities and the
need for transparency, accountability
and integrity in the development of
quality corporate reporting.

• The first course markets the disci-
pline to potential future majors.  To
some extent the future shape of the
profession is outlined by the impact
of the students’ first experience in the
discipline.  We feel the first course
must properly portray the practice of
accounting in firms, clients and 
nonprofit entities.  Students must
understand the importance of
accounting and accountability to
business.  They must also experience
the need for transparency and
integrity.  To be successful, the first
course must be among the most
highly rated and desirable courses 
on campus. 

6. We can no longer look at 
pre-entry and continuing 
professional education in silos.
To be efficient and create 
credibility with our learners,
collegiate and professional
educators must work together.
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A greater emphasis on cultivat-
ing a commitment to contin-
uous individual and collabora-
tive learning is needed.

Despite the obvious commonality of inter-
ests, the practitioners of pre-entry and
continuing professional education work in
largely separate worlds.  Opportunities for
interaction and synergy among the members
of these largely disparate communities are
few.  Even at the likeliest point of interface,
where undergraduate and graduate students
become new entrants in the profession, there
is little transfer of information about educa-
tion as the transition is made.  To ensure a
consistent appreciation of values, shape
much-needed expertise and create seamless
transitions, these two educational communi-
ties must find common ground.  Both
practitioners and faculty must actively seek
opportunities to promote discussion of gaps
and overlaps between their programs.

Developing an individual’s commitment to
learning is highly dependent on developing
not only her or his appetite for learning, but
also her or his desire to learn.  This desire
can be cultivated by helping future account-
ants understand what it means to be a
member of their chosen profession; provid-
ing them with opportunities to use their
“soft” and “higher-order cognitive” skills;
and instilling in them enough confidence
that they can evaluate “the big picture” and,
if necessary, question what they see.  The
same commitment to lifelong education
must be inherent in the approach that facul-
ty take to their own research and teaching.
The profession and the academy must be
places where continuous learning is the
norm for all participants.

7. The value proposition for the
uniform application of 150-
hour rule across all entrants 
to the profession needs to be 
re-examined.  The 150-hour
requirement should remain but
be changed to include alterna-
tives to create greater flexibility
in how the profession attracts
top talent.

In recent years, much attention has been
focused on the amount of time dedicated to
pre-entry education.  Our view is that the
150-hour requirement should remain but be
changed to provide equivalent alternatives
for meeting the requirement.  These alterna-
tives should include the following:

• Formal college education that is 
consistent with many current educa-
tion requirements.

• Requiring additional practice (e.g.,
one more year than currently
required) is a viable alternative and
another form of learning.

• Recognition for continuing profes-
sional education is another viable
alternative and another form of 
learning.

We feel that the 150-hour requirement
should remain but we believe that by provid-
ing these alternatives in the requirement, we
are providing more flexibility in attracting
high-quality talent—which we feel is a crit-
ical issue for the future of our profession.
Our position should not be viewed as reduc-
ing the importance of education in preparing
students for our profession but rather pro-
viding alternatives for equivalent learning.
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Resources

8. Deans and Program Leaders
must take steps to ensure the
availability of competent, well-
educated, enthusiastic new
accounting faculty.  The lack of
entrants into the professoriate,
combined with the large cohort
at or near retirement, is a crisis
in the making.

We note with concern that the availability of
competent, well-educated, enthusiastic new
faculty appears to be in jeopardy.  Informal
data on the output from accounting doctoral
programs indicate that there has been a
reduction in graduates over recent years. 
At the same time the potential for a signifi-
cant number of retirements is rising.  These
two forces are exacerbated by the differen-
tial in compensation and teaching loads for
retiring faculty and their replacements.
Independent research indicates that there
will continue to be a pervasive global short-
age of doctorally qualified business faculty
over the next decade.

Business schools must identify the impact
these forces will have on their faculty.  The
size of the shortfall over the next few years
will require the development of creative
solutions to broaden the pool of qualified
teachers.  This issue requires immediate
attention from academic leadership to
ensure an adequate and appropriate supply
of faculty.

9. Deans and Program Leaders
should support faculty in their
efforts to interact with the pro-
fession.  A professoriate that is

disconnected will be less likely
to be able to create a culture 
of accountability or to live the
spirit of transparency.  Many
recent entrants into the acade-
my do not have significant
understanding of or ties to the
profession.

We are concerned that many of those
who have joined the academy recently 
do not have a significant linkage to the pro-
fession.  A professoriate that is disconnected
from practice is less likely to be able to cre-
ate a culture of accountability or to live 
the spirit of transparency.  Transmitting the
values of the profession and a belief in 
its importance is much more likely if profes-
sors have real and continuing connections 
to practice.

Beyond the question of values, a practice
relationship will help enhance professors’
abilities to teach beyond the textbook. 
This increases the “reality” of accounting
courses, thereby enhancing their quality,
veracity and attractiveness.

10. Adequately supporting the pub-
lic trust requires that Deans
ensure that business schools
have as strong a commitment to
accounting education as they
do to other business education.
To support this balanced
approach, ratings of programs
should include the quality of
accounting preparation when
evaluating business programs
and should not focus solely on
MBA Programs.



10 Educating for the Public Trust — The PricewaterhouseCoopers Position on Accounting Education

Deans and central administrators must sup-
port education for the public trust. We note
with concern that universities may choose to
sub-optimize their Accounting Program in
favor of providing increased support to their
MBA Program.  This resource allocation is
invited by school rankings that focus only 
on MBA Programs.  To properly support
education for the public trust, business
schools and those that rank them must rec-
ognize that leaders come from both the
Accounting Programs and the MBA
Programs.  No business school should be
considered to be top quality if it is not 
equally supporting all programs that educate
for the public trust.

Stand and Be Counted

We have endured the most tumultuous year
since the founding of the modern US
accounting profession in the 1930s—a 
nearly perfect storm that has reinforced our
confidence and our commitment.  We must
now reaffirm our belief in the basic values
that support our capital markets.  To do this,
we, as practitioners and professors, must add
a sense of urgency to our continuing efforts
to improve accounting education.  We must
ensure that graduates are committed to
transparency, accountability and integrity.

Now is the time for everyone—practition-
ers, faculty, students, deans, administrators
and rating agencies—to stand and be count-
ed in the effort to educate for the public trust.
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Overview

The “Study of Accounting Education,”
performed for PricewaterhouseCoopers by
Dr. Clifton F. Conrad and Ms. Kim Rapp,
was anchored in two complementary goals:

• to identify and describe the dis-
tinguishing features both of the
accounting programs in the sample
of universities and those of the 
continuing professional education
provided for entry-level accountants
at the Firm; and 

• to explore the intersection—specifi-
cally, program overlap and program
gaps—between the accounting pro-
grams in the respective universities
and the continuing professional edu-
cation offered at PwC.

The Study was conducted from Spring 
to Fall of 2002.  This summary document
explains the key findings and methodology.
Its purpose is to describe the overall
results—not to focus on specific programs
or institutions—and hence no attribution to
individuals or schools is included.

Key Findings

The key findings outlined below are dis-
cussed in the following document on the
pages indicated.

• A transformation is taking place that
is moving accounting education
beyond providing students with tra-
ditional technical training and
specialized accounting knowledge
(pages 29-31).

• The pattern of change and innovation
is not consistent, either within pro-
grams or across institutions (pages
30-31).

• There is significant overlap in the
technical content between university
and continuing professional educa-
tion (pages 34-35).

• There are several gaps between 
university and continuing education,
including the following:

– A greater emphasis is needed on
helping new entrants understand
what it means to be a member of
the profession (pages 35-36).

– Interpersonal and communications
skills are not consistently advanced
or integrated into the accounting
curricula of either universities or
the Firm (page 36).

– Students’ ability to problem-solve
in the “gray” is often hindered by
various factors, including a lack of

A STUDY OF ACCOUNTING EDUCATION AT NINE

UNIVERSITIES AND PRICEWATERHOUSECOOPERS:
A SUMMARY

Clifton F. Conrad and Kim Rapp 
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understanding of the complex busi-
ness environment (pages 36-37).

– A greater emphasis is needed 
on cultivating a commitment to
continuous individual and collabo-
rative learning (pages 37-38).

• The overall contribution of master’s
degrees in accounting is not clear,
with the possible exception of tax
specialty programs (pages 27-29).

The study also enlightens our understanding
of accounting education through the identifi-
cation of six distinguishing features of the
university programs discussed on the pages
indicated.  

• Intent (pages 16-17)

• Skills and Attitude-of-Mind (pages
18-19)

• Content Focus (pages 19-22)

• Organization of Knowledge (pages
22-24)

• Learning Environment (pages 24-25)

• Approach to Teaching and Learning
(pages 25-27).

Methodology

In conducting the study, the researchers used
a multi-method approach that was anchored
in three complementary techniques:
1) document analysis, 2) interviews and 
3) participant observation.  During visits
with each program the researchers interacted
informally with and interviewed many stu-
dents, faculty and staff, and observed classes
identified by program liaisons as “key” in

accounting and related fields—including
required courses for accounting majors with
both traditional and nontraditional delivery
systems and courses that were considered
innovative both in terms of content and peda-
gogy.  In addition, three visits were made to
PwC to collect extensive documentation and
interview key persons involved in continu-
ing professional education at the Firm.  The
researchers also conducted telephone inter-
views with graduates of the accounting
programs in the sample who are currently
employed at PwC. 

In the order in which they were visited, the
universities in the sample included:

• New York University 

• Pennsylvania State University 

• Howard University 

• University of Florida 

• University of Texas-Austin

• University of Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign 

• Notre Dame University 

• University of Southern California 

• Brigham Young University

As outsiders to the field, the researchers
were also careful to use “member checks”
to help ensure validity.  To wit, in addition 
to follow-up conversations with selected 
faculty and staff, the heads of the accounting
programs at the participating universities
and two other experts were invited to 
critique the findings. 
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Introduction

At the dawn of the twenty-first century, stu-
dents enrolled in colleges and universities
are investing more and more time and
resources in preparing for careers in
accountancy; accounting faculty are keenly
aware of the need to keep their programs
responsive to the needs of business—not
least in light of recent events that have
placed accounting at the forefront of public
discourse; and the major public accounting
firms are spending millions of dollars 
annually on professional training and educa-
tion for their employees.  In this context,
enlarging and enriching understanding of
the landscape of accounting education—
both in higher education and at 
major accounting firms such as
PricewaterhouseCoopers—is at once critical
to universities, public accounting firms and
the profession of accountancy.

The purpose of this study was to conduct
research on accounting programs at nine
universities that are among the major suppli-
ers of public accountants and on continuing
professional education at the Big 4 public
accounting firm PricewaterhouseCoopers
(hereafter PwC or “the Firm”). More specifi-
cally, the project was anchored in two com-
plementary aims: first, to identify and
describe the distinguishing features both of
the accounting programs in our sample of
universities and those of the continuing pro-
fessional education provided for entry-level
accountants at the Firm; second, building 
on this foundation, to explore the intersec-
tion—specifically, program overlap and
program gaps—between the accounting
programs in the respective universities and

the continuing professional education
offered at PwC.

As a point of departure, it is important to
note that most of the research on accounting
education has been conducted by people
closely associated with the field.  Indeed, the
monograph by W. Steve Albrecht and Robert
Sack (Accounting Education: Charting the
Course through a Perilous Future) that was
published in 2000—and sponsored by the
American Accounting Association, the
American Institute of Certified Public
Accountants, the Institute of Management
Accountants, and the large firms—is the
most recent in a long line of insiders’ views
of accounting education.  In bringing an 
outsider’s approach to this study while, at
the same time, drawing on the perspectives
of key stakeholders within the field of
accounting education, it has been our aim
throughout to make a meaningful contribu-
tion to the existing knowledge base on
accounting education as well as to challenge
readers to reflect on the current state of the
field.  We hope that—both in our research
and our writing—we have advanced find-
ings and interpretations that encourage the
reader to reexamine her or his own 
assumptions about accounting education.
Accordingly, throughout this report we have
sought to heed the advice of Edwin
Schlossberg, the contemporary designer:
“The skill of writing is to create a context in
which other people can think.”

In conducting the study, we used a multi-
method approach that was anchored in three
complementary techniques: 1) document
analysis, 2) interviewing, and 3) participant
observation.  In terms of documents, the
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nine participating universities and PwC 
provided Web site information, catalogs,
course syllabi, accrediting reports, and self-
studies—as well as myriad documents
prepared expressly for our visits.  As regards
to the interviews, taped on-campus inter-
views were conducted with four major
stakeholder groups at each of the participat-
ing universities: program administrators,
faculty (in accounting and related fields),
staff (such as internship coordinators), and
current undergraduate and graduate stu-
dents.  Following our visits, telephone
interviews were conducted with 20 gradu-
ates of the accounting programs in our
sample who are currently employed at PwC,
as well as with seven individuals at PwC
who are variously involved with continuing
and professional education.  Along with
documents and interviews, participant
observation also served as a major data
source.  The senior researcher in the study,
who visited each program for an average of
two days (the other researcher visited one
program), interacted informally with many
students, faculty, and staff and observed
classes identified by program liaisons on
each campus as “key” in accounting and
related fields—including required courses
for accounting majors with both traditional
and nontraditional delivery systems and
courses that were considered innovative both
in terms of content and pedagogy.  In addi-
tion, three visits were made to the PwC
National Office, where we collected exten-
sive documentation and interviewed key
persons involved in continuing and profes-
sional education at the Firm. 

Our sample of nine university accounting
programs is comprised of a group of nine
universities that together produce about one-

fifth of the 2,000 to 2,500 accountants hired
annually by  PricewaterhouseCoopers.  Not
only are these programs highly regarded by
PwC but most of the nine are consistently
ranked among the leading accounting pro-
grams in the nation.  In turn, these nine
programs may be considered as broadly rep-
resentative of the major producers of public
accountants for Big 4 accounting firms in
general, and among the leading accounting
programs in the nation.  In the order in
which they were visited, the universities in
the sample included:

• New York University 

• Pennsylvania State University 

• Howard University 

• University of Florida 

• University of Texas-Austin 

• University of Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign

• Notre Dame University 

• University of Southern California 

• Brigham Young University 

Individuals to be interviewed and courses to
be observed were identified through purpo-
sive sampling done by each program’s
liaison (the head of the accountancy depart-
ment).  At each site but one, we interviewed
an average of 14 stakeholders, observed at
least two classes, and collected numerous
documents.  (Because one institution was
not in session at the time of our visit, we
were not able to observe any classes or con-
duct formal interviews with students—
though we did meet informally with several
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students.  We interviewed a total of six fac-
ulty at the university and examined myriad
documents.)  The validity and reliability of
the data collected were advanced by our use
of multiple and diverse data sources as well
as through frequent, in-depth conversations
between the two researchers regarding our
interpretations of the data.  As outsiders to
the field, we were also careful to use “mem-
ber checks” to help ensure validity.  To wit,
in addition to follow-up conversations with
selected faculty and staff we had earlier
interviewed at the nine universities, we invit-
ed the heads of the accounting programs at
the participating universities to critique our
findings.  Moreover, we also had our find-
ings carefully examined by two accounting
specialists: one, a former professor of
accounting, is currently a partner at
PricewaterhouseCoopers; the other is a
nationally prominent professor of account-
ing employed at a university not included in
our sample. 

Part One: Accounting Education
at Nine Universities

Part One of the study addresses one overar-
ching question: What are the signature
features of the accounting programs—
especially in regard to aims, content, and
pedagogy—at the nine universities in the
study?  In this section we examine the
undergraduate programs at the nine universi-
ties in terms of the “curriculum-in-practice”
or, to put it another way, the “lived curricu-
lum” that at once informs and defines the
experiences of program participants.  In so
doing, we examine seven curriculum
domains: intent, skills and attitudes-of-

mind, content focus, organization of knowl-
edge, learning environment, approaches to
teaching and learning, and curriculum inno-
vations.  Then we turn to the master’s
level—specifically, the combined bache-
lor’s/master’s programs at four of the
universities in our sample—and limit our
focus to the contributions of these programs
to the education of professional accountants.   

Curriculum-in-Practice:
Bachelor’s Level

Curriculum requirements can provide a 
useful window into any program of studies.
Moreover, because they are relatively simple
to identify and discuss, highly visible, and
provide a shared language for discussing
programs, many researchers focus only on
requirements.  Yet, by themselves, program
requirements are inadequate: Not only do
they suffer from a conspicuous absence of
subtlety and nuance, but they fail to recog-
nize the critical role that program
participants—faculty, administrators, staff,
and students—play in constructing and 
continually reshaping programs of study.  As
Haworth and Conrad—in their book
Emblems of Quality in Higher Education
(1997: 27)—advance in their “engagement
theory” of high-quality academic programs,
program participants play a pivotal role both
in constructing and sustaining programs of
high quality.

Accordingly, we chose to go significantly
beyond requirements and explore the “lived
curriculum”—the “curriculum-in-practice”
that defines the character of the undergradu-
ate program as experienced by program
participants.  To that end, we interviewed
program participants, analyzed program
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documents, and engaged in participant
observation aimed at addressing this 
guiding question: In practice, what are the
distinguishing features of the accounting
programs in our sample—especially in
regard to program aims, content and peda-
gogy?

Consonant with our driving research ques-
tion and on the basis of our multi-method
approach, we identified six salient features
across the nine accounting programs:
1) intent; 2) skills and attitudes-of-mind; 
3) content focus; 4) organization of knowl-
edge; 5) learning environment; and 6)
approach to teaching and learning.  To
examine the curriculum-in-practice, for each
of the six features we identify the major
ways in which the feature finds expression in
the “lived curricula” of these programs. Both
to support as well as to flesh out our find-
ings, we draw on the voices of the people we
interviewed, our classroom and outside-of-
class observations, and program documents.  

Intent: “Technical Problem-Solvers”
to “Disciplined Problem-Solvers” to
“Creative Problem-Solvers Preparing
for Leadership”

Historically, all nine programs in our sample
have, in practice, placed primary emphasis
on educating what we label “technical prob-
lem-solvers,” namely, graduates who have a
firm grounding in the rules and procedures
of accounting—including the ability to
apply them to the everyday world of
accounting—and, not least, are prepared to
be successful on the Certified Public
Accountant (CPA) exam.  Continuing to pre-
pare “technical problem-solvers” remains

important, albeit in varying degrees, to all
nine programs.  As one representative facul-
ty member from across the programs in our
sample told us: “We are pretty heavy on
technical content and we produce people
who are early achievers in their careers.”
Even at  programs that do not emphasize the
technical preparation of students in their
written materials, we found in the courses
we observed (and not only at the introducto-
ry level), as well as in interviews with
students and graduates of the programs, that
there was a considerable emphasis on stu-
dents’ learning the rules of accounting—
from required reading to teaching that
emphasized rote learning and straightfor-
ward application to final exams that did
likewise.  (To be sure, some programs in our
sample have abandoned traditional courses
in financial reporting and auditing standards
in the undergraduate program.)  That said,
we would be remiss if we did not note that
there was nearly as much variance within
programs—in terms of the emphasis on
technical training—as there was across the
programs we studied.  Significantly, the 
pattern of considerable within-program vari-
ance was echoed across all six of the
curriculum features we identified at all 
nine programs.

While preparing “technical problem-
solvers” continues to remain an important
part of the curricular landscape in account-
ing education, one of the most striking
findings in our study is the extent to which
faculty and administrators across the pro-
grams we studied are seeking to move
beyond traditional rule-based training to
embrace what we have labelled “disciplined
problem-solvers.” As the label suggests, the
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term refers to education aimed at helping
students become more disciplined thinkers
who not only learn and apply rules but are
able to systematically frame—and use 
critical reasoning and sound judgment 
in addressing—messy real-world account-
ing problems.

Through classroom observation, interviews,
and document analysis, we found that sever-
al of the nine programs in our sample not
only were committed to educating “disci-
plined problem-solvers” but also “creative
problem-solvers preparing for leadership.”
To be sure, both “naming” and defining this
third grouping is no easy task; the language
used by many faculty and students often was
vague.  Still, these  programs have more or
less embraced a shared commitment to
preparing students who are able to creative-
ly—that is, with imagination and vision—
define accounting problems in contexts and
settings that can at best only be dimly fore-
seen and who, at the same time, are
beginning to acquire the kinds of leadership
skills that are expected to serve them well
both as accountants and as business leaders.

Especially in regard to this third intent,
educating “creative problem-solvers prepar-
ing for leadership,” faculty and
administrators seemed as comfortable talk-
ing in metaphors as in conventional terms
and language.  For example, one faculty
member used the term “architect” to
describe this intent and another used the
term “astronaut.” In a similar vein, another
professor also used the term “astronaut” to
emphasize that the program at his university
was aiming to prepare accountants who, in
the language of an earlier era, would “go
where no man had gone before.”

Over the course of our campus visits, as it
became increasingly clear that metaphors
were useful in illuminating the three broad
types of animating “intents” identified
above, we in turn developed—in concert
with both student and faculty interview-
ees—three sets of alternative metaphors that
seem to capture these three intents:

• Technical Problem-Solvers
– Airline Mechanics
– Stage Managers
– Finishers 

• Disciplined Problem-Solvers
– Airline Pilots
– Directors
– Builders 

• Creative Problem-Solvers
– Astronauts
– Playwrights
– Architects 

As all nine programs in the sample have
sought to enlarge their purposes to variously
include not only the preparation of “disci-
plined problem-solvers” but also, in some
instances, “creative problem-solvers prepar-
ing for leadership,” we conclude by
emphasizing that all of the programs openly
stress that they are seeking to enlarge the
definition of an accountant’s capabilities to
go beyond traditional technical skills and
specialized accounting knowledge to
embrace a broader repertoire of skills—
including not only higher-order skills but
“soft skills” and “professional attitudes-of-
mind”—as well as broadening accounting
content to include knowledge of business
processes for decision-making. 
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Skills and Attitudes-of-Mind:
“Technical Skills" to “Higher-Order
Cognitive Skills” to “Interpersonal/
Communication/Professional Skills” to
“Professional Attitudes-of-Mind”

Consonant with the emphasis that the nine
programs in our sample place on preparing
“technical problem-solvers” at the baccalau-
reate level, it is hardly surprising that they
stress the importance of students’ acquiring
basic competence in “technical [accounting]
skills.” To be sure, some place more empha-
sis on the acquisition of technical skills near
the beginning of students’ programs, while
others emphasize their salience at the end of
their course of study.  Regardless of  its
placement—and whether it is focused on
auditing or tax—this emphasis on technical
skills acquisition finds expression in all of
the programs in myriad program documents
that invariably stress, by way of illustration,
such technical skills as “ability to read,
interpret, and explain financial statements”
and “the ability to apply accounting knowl-
edge to real world problems.” Indeed, the
language is strikingly similar across most of
the programs—a language that closely
resembles that used in mainstream textbooks
in the field. 

While technical skills have long been a fix-
ture in accounting education, we found that
one of the most noteworthy and potentially
far-reaching trends across accounting pro-
grams—and one that reflects the growing
emphasis on preparing “disciplined prob-
lem-solvers”—is the movement toward
emphasizing higher-order cognitive skills
across the curriculum.  To be sure, proposals

for greater emphasis on “thinking skills” in
basic accounting education can be traced at
least as far back as the 1970s.  Still, we
found—especially in faculty interviews—
that this emphasis has not taken root in
curricula until the last decade.

Many of the institutions in our sample are
strongly committed—not only based on
program documents but on interviews and
classroom observations as well—to what we
have labelled “higher-order cognitive skills.”
Perhaps most significantly, several have
placed such skills at or at least near the 
center of their programs, as evidenced in the
ways in which they invite faculty to reflect
on their courses in light of the higher-order
cognitive skills that each program has 
clearly identified.  

While all nine schools, albeit in varying
degrees, have placed more emphasis on
higher-order cognitive skills—a trend of
considerable significance—a no less impor-
tant trend is the movement toward
emphasizing interpersonal, communication
and professional skills.  Based on interviews
with faculty and students, as well as 
program documents and classroom observa-
tions, we found that what many in
accounting refer to as “soft skills” have
become increasingly important across all
nine programs—and that these skills are
emphasized through a variety of teaching
strategies, from team projects and oral
reports to out-of-class learning experiences
such as internships.  While interpersonal
skills refer broadly to working effectively
with others, communication and profession-
al skills require more precise definition.  In
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general, the former refers to clarity and force
in both oral and written communication,
while the latter—professional skills—refers
to a much broader range of abilities that 
variously includes research skills, skills in
using technology and skills associated with
ethical reasoning.  

While less visible than the above-mentioned
skills, there is one final domain, which we
have labelled “professional attitudes-of-
mind,” that most, if not all, of the programs
in our sample have  begun to view as a com-
ponent of their “curriculum-in-practice.”
In broad strokes, we define “professional
attitudes-of-mind” as those attitudes, values
and beliefs that faculty consider to be at the
core of the accounting profession.  What are
those “attitudes-of-mind” that are variously
incorporated into the programs we studied?
Three stand out: 1) an ethical foundation—
which could also be referred to as
“integrity”—that is defined as an internal-
ized set of values and moral principles 
to inform the practice of accounting; 
2) a sense of civic and social responsibility;
and 3) a sense of professional responsibility
to clients.

When we visited one session of a class, the
guest was a well-known “whistle-blower.”
To suggest that his presentation, and the
resulting discussion—in contrast to in-class
cases that are not tied to “real situations” and
“real people”—was anything less than
provocative as well as informative would be
to understate severely the possibilities of
“real-life” cases for encouraging students to
engage in ethically challenging dimensions
of professional accounting. 

Content Focus:
Rules and Procedures to 
Accounting Concepts and 
Decision-Making Skills

The “naming” of an academic program is
conventionally based on the content of the
curriculum, and hence it is hardly surprising
that when the content of each of the nine
programs in the study is examined, each can
usefully be labelled an “accounting pro-
gram.” Beyond that designation, the focus
of the content not only across but within pro-
grams as well varies widely, especially in
terms of what we consider to be two ends of
a content-focused continuum: on the one
end is a focus on the rules and procedures of
accounting, and on the other is one on
accounting concepts and decision-making
skills.  Not least because each program we
studied is made up of a wide variety of
courses taught by diverse individual instruc-
tors and taken by diverse students, no one
program rests absolutely at either extreme of
this continuum, much less rests continually
at a single point between the extremes.  As
we learned in our examination of both
course syllabi and final exams, programs are
constantly moving along this continuum as
they respond to forces from major initiatives
or events in the field of business writ large,
changing local program goals, and student
and faculty input. 

In order to establish the content foci in each
of the nine programs, we decided to narrow
the range of courses available to us for
examination. Specifically, we focused on the
content of the four key undergraduate cours-
es in accounting across the nine institutions:
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the first course any undergraduate may have
in accounting (premajor), the first account-
ing course accounting majors take once
admitted to the program (usually in their
junior year), and the two courses in which
accounting majors are introduced to auditing
and taxation, respectively.  In so doing, we
examined whether the content of these four
courses reflects a primary focus on rules and
procedures or accounting concepts and deci-
sion-making skills.  

The first accounting course in which under-
graduates are formally introduced to the
field of accounting is almost always a major
opportunity for a program to generate enthu-
siasm for potential majors by highlighting
the purposes, key concepts and uses of 
the field.  In broad strokes, we found that 
the programs providing syllabi for this
course do not vary widely, with only a few
exceptions, in the types of content they
emphasize to students—most of whom are
not, at this juncture, accounting majors.
Notwithstanding the stated objective in
some of the syllabi to help students under-
stand how accounting information is used in
decision-making, the content in most of the
introductory courses is, to a considerable
extent, rule-based and procedural.  More
specifically, content focuses on financial
statements, the accounting cycle, inventory,
equity, cash flows, and cost allocation, and
students are tested and graded almost exclu-
sively through multiple-choice exams.  To be
sure, while several of the final exams we
examined place some emphasis on decision-
making skills, these were the exception.  At
best, some exams appeared to be aimed at
assessing decision-making skills—though it
is often unclear whether faculty are focusing

on the skills and concepts behind decision-
making or “the rules.”

While it is difficult to determine conclusive-
ly on the basis of the information we have
collected—course syllabi and final exams
are not without limitation as data sources—
the extent to which programs in our sample
are emphasizing accounting concepts and
decision-making skills in the introductory
course, it is clear that all nine of the pro-
grams are moving in this direction.  

Nearly all of the programs in our study 
provided syllabi as well as final exams for
their versions of the first accounting course
(or sequence of courses) accounting majors
are most likely to take once admitted to the
program in their junior year.  While the pro-
grams vary in their course content, each
seeks to cover accounting principles and
their applications, financial reports, account-
ing standards, and measurement issues.
Some of the course objectives listed by most
of the programs include an appreciation of
the decision-making process, but several
have moved much further toward the
accounting concepts and decision-making
end of the continuum in their course content.  

An examination of the textbooks in this first
accounting course for the major in each pro-
gram shows that those with substantial
additional course content also use a greater
variety of textbooks and supplements than
do the programs in our sample less inclined
to move toward the decision-making process
at this stage of their students’ careers. 

Each of the programs providing sample syl-
labi and exams for its first major auditing
course covers roughly the same material (the
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CPA profession, demand for audit and assur-
ance services, reports, ethics, liabilities, risk,
overall view, and completion of the audit).
Moreover, each tests its students on legal
issues, rules and procedures.  Some instruc-
tors do this through multiple choice, but
most assess their students’ knowledge
through short-answer questions.  Here again,
we see a range of foci, particularly when we
consider the examination questions across
the programs.  (While we use a continuum
here to highlight observed content foci, it 
is important to note that our use of a 
continuum is not in any way intended to sug-
gest a hierarchy of programs or courses 
but is solely to help illuminate the multiple
content foci.)  Placing our programs on an
“Introduction to Auditing” continuum, we
found that two schools focus mainly on the
rules and procedures of auditing, a third con-
tains a roughly equal emphasis on rules and
decision-making content, another empha-
sizes decision-based questions over those of
rules and procedures, two schools are espe-
cially noteworthy in terms of their
concurrent and even-handed focus on rules
and procedures, decision-making skills and
accounting concepts, and the last—though it
sometimes illustrates through rules and 
procedures—is mostly focused on basic
assurance and attestation concepts.  Interest-
ingly, though perhaps not surprisingly, the
range of reading materials required for 
each program’s sample course—for the
most part—corresponds with its place on
the continuum.

The final course we examine here, the first
course in taxation, follows closely in all
cases, perhaps necessarily, to the rules 
and procedures end of the content focus 
continuum.  Generally, students get brief

introductions to taxation concepts and are
then asked to apply rules and procedures
during their heavily weighted exams.  There
is one exception in our sample where student
exams are also a major percentage of the
final grade, but in addition to proving that
they’ve learned key concepts and can do the
necessary computations for a problem or
case, students must: “identify all of the 
relevant tax and business issues; recommend
a course of action or, alternatively, list the
relevant alternative choices; justify [their]
recommendation and/or explain why the
pros/cons of alternatives are important.”
The exam questions’ entire text is less than
two pages long, and consists of three 
cases for which students must provide a
complete analysis with possible solutions
and citations of relevant authoritative tax law
information to substantiate their statements.
(A “Final Exam Authority” is provided at
the exam.) Interestingly, this is the one
course in our Introduction to Taxation 
sample for which the instructor does not
require any textbooks. 

Although the programs providing syllabi
and/or exams for the taxation course do have
a primary focus on the rules and procedures
surrounding federal taxation, it is also
important to mention that  one school covers
taxation for individuals, partnerships and
corporations in this introductory course,
with its primary focus mostly on taxation for
individuals—while the other programs more
evenly distribute their areas of concentration
throughout the semester.  Again, regardless
of which type of taxation these programs
focus on, they do so through the rules and
regulations surrounding the issue at hand.  It
is not clear, except in one case, that students
are encouraged through their coursework to
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engage in serious decision-making for
potential clients, though other skills—such
as time management—are introduced in this
course as the students in at least two pro-
grams are expected to keep track, for
example, of the hours each member of their
group spends on their group projects for
imaginary billing purposes and genuine
measures of efficiency.

In summary, in terms of content focus in the
four introductory courses examined above
(based on the material provided to us by the
programs), it is clear that the rules and pro-
cedures of accounting comprise a major part
of the content of the undergraduate pro-
grams in our sample—with the exceptions
noted above.  This emphasis on the content
focus continuum is reflected not only in
course syllabi but also on students’ abilities
to answer multiple-choice questions and 
perform straightforward computations.  To
be sure, some programs go a considerable
distance toward accounting concepts and
decision-making skills.  Moreover, it is
important to keep in mind that the informa-
tion provided to us by the programs—and
the findings generated above—represent a
portion of the content across the nine pro-
grams’ key accounting courses and, further,
that it should be placed in the broader con-
text of the curriculum-in-practice.  

Organization of Knowledge:
“Basic Knowledge and Principles 
of Accounting” to “Accounting
Knowledge for Business 
Decision-Making”

For the most part, all of the programs we
studied have as a primary intent the educat-
ing of students who are able to use their
accounting knowledge and skills to inform

business decision-making—not simply
number-crunching.  At the same time, many
of the program faculty we interviewed
emphasize that students also need to be
familiar with the “nuts-and-bolts” of basic
accounting knowledge.  As one interviewee
said to us:

My philosophy is [that] you 
do need to know some detailed
accounting to be an account-
ant.  When we first started 
the new curriculum, there was 
a rule—you [couldn’t] use 
the words debit and credit…
[but] students have to have a
certain minimal level.  You need
to know the terms, even if
they’re trivial.  If you don’t
know them, people don’t think
you’re smart.

Many of the faculty members we spoke with
expressed the need for students to be strong
in the basic knowledge and principles of
accounting so that they not only could pass
the CPA exam but, even more importantly,
land a job with one of the Big 4 accounting
firms.  Notwithstanding agreement among
many faculty that “higher-ups” at the large
firms emphasize the need for students to
develop better critical thinking, communi-
cation and writing skills, one accounting
professor’s experience with recruiters was
echoed by the experience of many at each of
the nine programs in our sample.  As this
professor told us, “I’ve had fun conversation
with recruiters about which they would pre-
fer to have—astronauts or airline pilots…
They say they want astronauts but they wind
up hiring airline pilots.” A colleague he was
interviewed with followed this comment



23A Study of Accounting Education at Nine Universities and PricewaterhouseCoopers: A Summary

with the following observation: “Depend-
able, reliable people serve the firm well at
the entry level.  They need the astronauts for
later, at the upper levels.” Set in this context,
it is not surprising that the programs in our
sample maintain, as discussed earlier, not
only a strong focus on rules and procedures
but also, in turn, basic knowledge and prin-
ciples of accounting as the centering
principle in their organization of knowledge
within courses. 

Moving beyond basic knowledge and princi-
ples of accounting and developing students’
accounting knowledge for decision-making
is a daunting task, especially considering the
obstacles to doing so in most accountancy
programs—large class sizes and the predis-
positions of many students being just two of
many.  Yet the programs in our sample, albeit
in varying degrees, have been able to inte-
grate accounting knowledge for business
decision-making into their curricula.  How
have the programs in our sample organized
knowledge and skills to move from the
transfer of basic accounting knowledge and
principles to the development of students
who can use that knowledge for business
decision-making?  Metaphorically, one way
to think of this movement is to consider it in
terms of the development of a flower: a cen-
tral bud, heavy with basic accounting
knowledge and principles, will give rise to a
variety of different petals depending on its
type.  Some will grow independent, differ-
ently colored petals that, though physically
joined to the center, are clearly separate from
it and allow it to showcase its own shape and
color.  Other flowers will grow layers and
layers of petals that are barely distinguish-
able from the original bud, forming through
both basic accounting knowledge and many

nuanced layers of information for decision-
making, for example, a perfect rose.
(Perhaps needless to say, the latter needs
continuous nurturing.)

There are three places that accounting
knowledge for decision-making is being
brought into the curriculum-in-practice of
the nine programs in our sample: in the
classroom; in activities that emerge from the
classroom but are carried on outside of it;
and wholly beyond the scope of the class-
room.  To begin with, the organization of
content and knowledge within an individual
course and its classroom is largely a result of
the preferences of its instructor.  (To be sure,
faculty across the programs we studied
seemed to communicate actively with one
another regarding the content of key 
courses.)  In some instances we see this in
individual professors’ use of materials sup-
plemental to the text to situate the basic
accounting knowledge found in the text into
a decision-making context.  Other instruc-
tors rely on student presentations to help
create a less sterile, rule-based environment,
and to bring decision-making skills to the
forefront.  Another interesting way we’ve
seen to increase students’ decision-making
skills in an individual’s classroom is one
professor’s custom of not assigning 
textbooks or readings but, instead, simply
suggesting possible resources with the
expectation that accounting students are
motivated enough to find the information
they need when they need it.  Perhaps what
has most driven the organization of account-
ing knowledge in the classroom at the
undergraduate level in recent years, though,
at least in the nine programs we studied, is
the structure of programs.  While some pro-
grams have maintained fidelity to the
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traditional structure of accounting knowl-
edge, for example, by offering courses such
as Introduction to Financial Accounting 
and Introduction to Managerial Accounting,
other programs have revamped their 
curricula.  

Most of the programs in our sample attempt
to organize their courses (or components of
their courses) in ways that may better edu-
cate students in accounting concepts and
decision-making.  Several of the programs
we studied consider this educational agenda
a shared responsibility, hence they also rely
on students to participate in meaningful pro-
fessional relationships with groups outside
the program.  

Most of the programs in our sample encour-
age students to take internships at the Big 4
accounting firms or other venues.  Many 
faculty recognize that, at least in the busy
season, an internship can be instrumental in
students’ learning some basic accounting
rules and procedures as well as some
accounting concepts and information that
will be useful in decision-making while
there.  Of course, many students also “get a
foot in the door” and, rather than coming
back to their accounting classes restless and
bored, often return with more enthusiasm for
their coursework.  Yet, surprisingly few of
the programs in our sample have decided to
harness this opportunity for enhancing stu-
dent learning and generating enthusiasm: in
most programs the student’s internship,
while a requirement for graduation, is sim-
ply affixed to the rest of the curriculum—a
daisy’s petal to its center.  Students do not
have a venue in which they can share their
experience to explore its relationship with
program content.  

Learning Environment:
“Course-Based” to “Program-Based”
to “School/College/University-Based”
to “Workplace-Based”

In designing programs of study throughout
higher education, many faculty and adminis-
trators only infrequently consider the
“learning environment” as a major feature of
the curriculum.  More often than not, the
individual course is the assumed laboratory
for learning—with content and pedagogy 
at the forefront.  In our sample of accounting
programs, however, we found that the 
learning environment is an important part of
the “lived curriculum” as experienced by
program participants, and that there are
important differences in terms of how 
that environment is defined across the 
nine programs. 

To begin with, all nine programs in the
study—to a considerable, if varying,
extent—define individual courses as the
centerpiece of the learning environment.
Since the individual course has been the ver-
itable heart and soul of higher learning in
this country since the founding of Harvard
College in 1636, the widespread use of this
conventional definition of learning environ-
ment is not surprising.  What was surprising
to us is the extent to which all nine of the
programs also embrace—sometimes more
unwittingly than wittingly—three non-con-
ventional definitions of the learning
environment: program-based, school/col-
lege/university-based, and workplace-based. 

As to the first, a number of the programs all
consider the “program” along with individ-
ual “courses” as a key unit of the learning
environment.  Moreover, many of the pro-
grams in our sample embraced “school/
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college/university-based” learning environ-
ments.  Some programs have made major
efforts to define their learning environment
to include the campus environment external
to their program.  

Finally, it is important to emphasize that all
nine universities—again, in varying
degrees—have increasingly become com-
mitted to “workplace-based learning” as a
key learning environment.  More often than
not, it was students—not faculty—who told
us that it was workplace-related learning that
proved critical to their education as  account-
ing majors.  As one undergraduate student
told us: “Real learning” takes place “out
there, seeing what you can apply from the
classroom and actually seeing it when
you’re working.” Tellingly, many faculty we
interviewed told us that workplace-based
internships—especially when students took
them in the spring when there was “real
work” to be done in places like PwC—not
only were valuable learning experiences in
themselves but also enabled students to be
more thoughtful and committed learners
once they returned to the classroom.  As a
professor at one university told us:

We [instituted spring intern-
ships] thinking that our
purpose was to get them some
practical experience so that
they would be better capable of
assimilating the really impor-
tant issues in their professional
education, and what happened
surprised the hell out of us.
They came back and they said,
‘we want to do more writing.
We want more classes with dis-
cussion.’ We just were blown

away by this…  We can hammer
at these students as professors,
telling them that you need to
write more and better—you
need to articulate and you need
to learn from other people who
are your peers, not from
authorities only.  The problem
is, we’re surrogate parents…
and so we have to recognize
that [working] for people who
demanded them to write better,
demanded them to speak up
and say what was on their mind
and demanded them to relate to
clients and be able to articulate
on [sic] technical issues and
not just formulaic answers but
discussion around issues of
application…these are the 
success factors that don’t come
out of the textbook and there-
fore they come out of the
process, the discipline as
opposed to the content….And
all of a sudden they come 
back and they’re very process-
oriented and we love it.  And
it’s been extremely important
[to our program].

Approaches to Teaching and Learning:
“Information Transfer to Individuals”
to “Cooperative Learning with Teacher
and Peers” to “Collaborative Learning
Among Teacher and Peers”

Faculty and administrators in the nine 
programs we studied—not least because of
their respective commitments to prepare stu-
dents to be more than “technical
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problem-solvers”—were highly reflective
regarding their approaches to teaching and
learning.  Their teaching, including both
how they taught and what that might mean
for student learning, was clearly important to
the majority of faculty we interviewed and
observed in classroom settings.  (This 
commitment to undergraduate teaching was
no less apparent—a genuine surprise to the
two researchers—in the programs that
housed fifth-year master-level programs
and, especially noteworthy, those educating
Ph.D. students.)  

Faculty members’ pedagogical choices are
clearly anchored in a high degree of aware-
ness that “information transfer”—what one
faculty member at an unnamed institution
called “feed-’em-with-a-firehose”—remains
an important part of the landscape of under-
graduate accounting education.  In this
lecture-centered approach, a university
teaching approach that can be traced at least
as far back as Abelard lecturing at the
University of Paris early in the twelfth 
century—faculty embrace a generally
authoritative view of knowledge coupled
with a transmission model of communica-
tion: the professor qua sender encodes
authoritative knowledge into signals (lecture
and written materials) and didactically trans-
mits those signals to a receiver (student)
who, in turn, decodes and stores the knowl-
edge.  Since faculty are considered the
“experts” in this one-way, hierarchical
approach, students are expected to concen-
trate on “storing knowledge” rather than
contributing their own knowledge, under-
standing, and insights. 

In our research we found that faculty in all
nine programs, not least in the mainstream

accounting courses, embraced in varying
degrees an “information transfer” approach
to teaching.  To illustrate, although more
than one-half of the faculty we interviewed
at one institution told us that they were 
committed to preparing more than tradition-
ally trained, rule-based accountants, most of
the faculty told us that traditional lectures—
coupled with the widespread use of
textbooks and homework aimed at enhanc-
ing “information transfer” along with lots of
“group work”—remained the centerpiece of
their shared faculty pedagogy. 

Across the nine programs, as faculty have
come to appreciate that didactic approaches
are not highly compatible with preparing
students to be “disciplined problem-solvers,”
much less “creative problem-solvers,” many
accounting faculty have been engaged in
reconciling the need for some “information
transfer”—after all, one cannot weep with
Achilles without knowing whoeth
Achilles—with less didactic approaches to
teaching.  To that end, we found it interest-
ing that a significant number of accounting
faculty across at least six of the programs
have explicitly embraced the concept of
“outside-of-class self-learning.” These fac-
ulty are addressing “information transfer”
largely through reducing lectures and using
other vehicles instead—such as the Web,
experiential learning and transcribed lecture
notes—to communicate basic accounting
knowledge and technical skills.  Clearly,
self-learning that takes place outside of class
can free up significant amounts of in-class
time to devote to other pedagogical
approaches.  Moreover, self-learning can at
once build on “information transfer” and
then go far beyond it.  
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To be sure, over the last several decades,
clearly all of the accounting programs in our
sample have gone significantly beyond
“information transfer.” At the least, all nine
programs have embraced what we label a
“cooperative learning with teachers and
peers” approach to teaching and learning.
Often referred to as a “facilitative approach”
(Conrad, Haworth, and Millar, 1993, p. 50),
faculty using this approach view themselves
as “expert guides” who facilitate their 
students’ understanding of the accounting
knowledge and skills through two-way,
interactive communication.  For the most
part, this communication involves students
and faculty in joint problem-solving activi-
ties.  Under this approach, students are often
grouped into “teams” or “groups” and invit-
ed by the instructor to address accounting
“problems” or “cases” that involve hands-on
problem-solving activities that take place
both in and outside of class.  The instructor’s
role is to be a facilitator or “guide on-the-
side,” in the jargon of faculty.  

One of the most striking findings in our
study was that a fairly large number of fac-
ulty—across all nine of the programs we
studied—were struggling with ways to go
beyond traditional “team” and “group” work
in accounting, namely, to practice what we
have labeled “collaborative learning among
teacher and peers.” In general, this approach
brings teaching and learning, and teachers
and learners, into closer proximity such that
both faculty and students are engaged in
two-way interactions that encourage the
joint generation of knowledge and under-
standing.  In a nutshell, the collaborative
learning approach is animated by the
straightforward if somewhat radical assump-
tion that students, as well as faculty, have

something meaningful to contribute to
knowledge and understanding—and that
faculty can learn from students as well as
vice versa.  Indeed, this approach can be
viewed as a mutually evocative conversa-
tion—out-of-class as well as in-class—in
which faculty and students jointly examine,
interpret and challenge extant knowledge as
well as seek to generate new meaning and
understanding.  As such, faculty serve only
minimally as “expert” transmitters of knowl-
edge and interact with students more as
co-learners, mutually examining and ques-
tioning accounting knowledge and practices.
In turn, these faculty often view their cours-
es as “learning communities” that include a
broad range of activities consonant with
their pedagogical aims—from group prob-
lem-solving activities that address
unstructured problems to four- or five-per-
son “teams” that function as such both in
and outside of class.  

Curriculum-in-Practice:
Master’s Level (Combined
Bachelor’s/Master’s Programs)

Four of the programs in our sample offer
their undergraduate students a combined
(integrated) bachelor’s/master’s option that
allows them to receive both degrees in five
years.  Although other programs in our sam-
ple offer a one-year graduate-level program,
we focus here on those universities that
specifically tailor their master’s programs to
their undergraduate students and, in so
doing, introduce graduate-level course work
in the students’ fourth year.  In turn, the cur-
ricula of the fourth, and sometimes the third,
years must also be considered when examin-
ing these integrated programs, since the fifth
year necessarily builds upon the last two.
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Accordingly, we consider the last two years
of students’ programs—the senior year as
well as the master’s year—as the curricu-
lum-in-practice at the master’s level.  

In their recent monograph on accounting
education, Albrecht and Sack discuss
whether “the ‘add-on’ criticism [of master’s
degree programs] was valid,” and conclude
that “very few schools have effectively 
built their undergraduate degree with a fifth
year that focuses on providing a broad 
business background….These specialized
programs,” they state, “are not attractive 
in an environment where the business 
world is calling for more broadly trained 
accountants” (p. 53).  What we have found
(particularly in the area of tax) is that the
four programs in our sample that offer inte-
grated degree programs do, in fact, use the
fifth year largely to produce specialists and,
for the most part, a quick glance at the
course requirements in the fifth year will
substantiate that. In short, our findings sup-
port Albrecht and Sack’s findings regarding
the emphasis on training specialists during
the final stages of the master’s degree.  At
the same time, our findings run at least
somewhat counter to their suggestion that
accounting students are not receiving
breadth of training—inasmuch as we found
that the four programs examined here all
provide some additional breadth of training.  

Taking both the undergraduate and graduate
experiences of students as cornerstones of
their five-year programs, we found that in
each of the four programs offering the inte-
grated bachelor’s/master’s option that—in
response to recent pressure for change and
innovation from the profession and perhaps
even from their respective business
schools—undergraduate curricula have

been changed such that there is heightened
emphasis on educating students more broad-
ly in their first four years of study.  If a
student chooses to leave her or his institution
with “just” the bachelor’s degree, as one 
faculty member stated, “you could get a
great generalist”—a generalist who presum-
ably has learned much about the business
process and ethics, interpersonal communi-
cation skills and, of course, accounting.  

In summary, notwithstanding the emphases
these programs put on specialization in the
fifth year of study, we found that students
also receive broad training in accounting and
business—albeit mostly during their senior
year.  Still, the question remains: What are
the benefits to students or employers of a
fifth year of accounting education?  While
we are persuaded—especially in the area of
finance/audit—that most students are suffi-
ciently well-prepared to enter the job market
after a four-year program, we suggest two
ways in which a fifth year of education can
contribute to the development of accounting
students in any of the fifth-year tracks.  First,
students clearly seem to develop a level of
maturity and professionalism in the last two
years (the senior year and fifth year) of their
programs not only through learning course
content but also through engaging in more
meaningful relationships with faculty, hav-
ing more time (and thus opportunity) to
participate in appropriate internships, and 
by claiming the status of a master’s-level 
student.  Second, students graduating with 
a master’s degree in accounting seem some-
what more able than those with a bachelor’s
degree to apply the accounting theories 
and concepts of their chosen accounting
specialization in a wide variety of business
contexts. 
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Notwithstanding these benefits, we remain
skeptical—with the possible exception of
tax specialty programs—as regards whether
master’s degrees in accounting add signifi-
cant “value” to students’ accounting
education.  Put simply, we found that the
fifth year is, for the most part, an “extension
of undergraduate education”—as many
interviewees told us, including PwC associ-
ates we interviewed who had received
master’s degrees in accounting.  In short,
while there are benefits to the fifth year,
we have reservations about the overall con-
tribution, on balance, of the master’s degrees
in accounting.  

Conclusion:
A Transformation Is Under Way that Is
Moving Accounting Education Beyond
Traditional Technical Training and
Specialized Accounting Knowledge

There have been very significant changes
and innovations across all nine of the pro-
grams in our sample in terms of the
curriculum-in-practice.  That is, as all nine
programs have enlarged their animating
intent by moving beyond simply preparing
“technical problem-solvers” to preparing
“disciplined” and “creative” problem-
solvers, they have implemented significant
changes and innovations in terms of six
major dimensions of their curriculum-
in-practice: 1) intent; 2) skills and attitudes-
of-mind; 3) content focus; 4) organization of
knowledge; 5) learning environment; and 
6) approach to teaching and learning. 

The change and innovation taking place
across institutions has been differentially
distributed across the major dimensions of
the curriculum-in-practice.  For example,

some programs have been more innovative
in terms of their approaches to teaching and
learning, whereas others have been more
innovative in terms of content and the organ-
ization of knowledge.  Some institutions in
our sample  have advanced among the most
visible innovations in the field of accounting
but, again, all nine institutions in our sample
have engaged in meaningful change and
innovation in their undergraduate account-
ing programs.  (With a measure of irony, we
add in passing that many of these changes
and innovations seem to be largely invisible
to many faculty and administrators across
the programs in our sample.) 

In light of our primary finding that there has
been significant change and innovation
across the nine programs in our sample, our
overall conclusion is this: A transformation
of accounting education is taking place, one
that is moving accounting education signifi-
cantly beyond providing students only with
traditional technical training and specialized
accounting knowledge.  

To reiterate, the major force for this trans-
formation has been the decision by many
faculty and administrators in accounting to
move beyond the mere preparation of “tech-
nical problem-solvers”—a decision that is
clearly linked in no small measure to
changes along the other six dimensions of
the curriculum-in-practice explored here.
Of particular note, programs are no longer
focusing as exclusively on knowledge or
content but, instead, are placing more
emphasis on the development and refine-
ment of students’ “skills” (higher-order
cognitive skills as well as “softer skills” and
“attitudes-of-mind”) and, in turn, rethinking
traditional notions of “learning environ-
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ment” as well as traditional didactic and
“team” approaches to teaching and learning
along with the need for major innovations
such as incorporating technology into the
curriculum.  

In this context, it is informative to mention
the recent study by Albrecht and Sack that
criticized the “memorization approach” in
accounting education and opined that “our
[accounting] models focus too much on 
content at the expense of skill develop-
ment—skills that our students need to be
successful professionals” (2000, p. 43).  In
our study, a much smaller sample made up
of programs considered among the leading
accounting programs in the country, we
found that “higher-order cognitive skill
development”—what the Yale Report of
1828 referred to as the “discipline” as
opposed to the “furniture” (content) of the
mind—was the cornerstone for much of the
change and innovation currently taking
place.  Indeed, it is our interpretation—the
senior researcher on this study having stud-
ied undergraduate and graduate change and
innovation across many disciplines and
fields of study for nearly three decades—
that there is considerably more meaningful
change and innovation taking place in
undergraduate accounting education than in
many other fields of study, at least in the
nine programs we studied.  

While the groundwork for transforming
accounting education has been laid, each
program faces the continuing challenge of
ensuring that systemic change takes place
across the curriculum-in-practice.  While all
nine programs have made significant
changes, not one program has gone so far as
to make changes and innovations across the

entire curriculum-in-practice.  Put simply,
partial reconfiguring of program content, no
matter how visible and major, is not by itself
systemic change if unaccompanied by
change that is embraced by the large major-
ity of faculty, administrators and students in
such key curriculum domains as the learning
environment and approaches to teaching 
and learning.  Often explicitly or tacitly 
supported by students, some faculty and
administrators in all nine programs we stud-
ied have tendencies to fall back on the twin
pillars of traditional accounting education:
specialized knowledge and technical skills.
In so doing, they retreat from their own
aims—namely, to enhance the educational
preparation of accounting students by pro-
viding them with the broader knowledge
base and more advanced skills that account-
ing professionals need not only for today’s
business environment but for tomorrow’s as
well.  In short, the highly significant change
and innovation taking place across the nine
programs still falls somewhat short of cross-
program, systemic reform consonant with
the broader knowledge and higher-level
skills and “soft skills” that students will need
to be successful in the constantly changing
world of accounting and business.  

While accounting education is clearly 
being transformed at the nine pro-
grams in our sample, why hasn’t systemic
change been fully realized across the highly
regarded and innovative accounting pro-
grams that made up our sample?  At least
four major reasons stand out.  For one, the
current CPA exam continues to have a not
inconsiderable effect on reinforcing tradi-
tional rule-based accounting curriculum.
Program administrators and faculty—often
while insisting that their program is not a
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“prisoner” of the CPA exam—told us that
such-and-such a percentage of their students
pass the exam, and students across all nine
of the programs told us that they expected
their degree programs to prepare them for
the exam.  For another, the textbooks in the
field continue to have an almost hegemonic
grip on accounting programs.  While many
faculty seek to subvert the most visible, and
largely rule-based, textbooks through
assigning other reading and the creative use
of textbooks, many admitted that there is 
a tendency to fall back on traditional texts
even while recognizing that this undercuts
more meaningful change and reform in their
programs.  For still another, we heard across
all nine programs that recruiters from the
Big 4 accounting firms are almost universal-
ly insistent about hiring people with
“billable” technical skills who would benefit
the firm from the outset—no matter that
partners in the Big 4 firms almost always
argue for more broadly educated graduates
who are not only prepared for their first job
but are also so well-educated that they
should advance rapidly in their careers.  

Finally, and not least, we came to appreciate
that some faculty in accounting—like faculty
throughout higher education—are reluctant
to change their teaching or their programs.
Woodrow Wilson, the former president of
Princeton among other posts, once remarked
that changing the faculty was like “moving a
graveyard.” That metaphor no doubt has
some explanatory power as regards the
reluctance of faculty and administrators in
the programs we studied to make more sys-
temic changes and introduce major reforms.
As an administrator at a university in our
sample said to us: “We don’t change things,
we add a course.”

From our perspective, accounting education
stands at a critical juncture.  Most signifi-
cant, all nine of the programs in the sample
have instituted substantial changes and inno-
vations and have made the commitment to
preparing students who are as much
“builders” and “architects” as they are “fin-
ishers.” In summary, while the groundwork
has been laid for a transformation of
accounting education, the ambitious aims—
aims that go far beyond traditional views 
of accounting education—advanced by
many of the faculty and administrators we
interviewed have not yet been fully realized.
If the full transformation of accounting 
education is to take place, faculty and
administrators must maintain fidelity to 
systemic change and reform that gives 
shape to the “curriculum-in-practice” on a
daily basis.

Part Two:
Accounting Education at PwC

In Part Two we examine the continuing 
and professional education curriculum—
specifically, initial training and orientation
for new hires—at PricewaterhouseCoopers.   

Structure and Content 

Each year, PwC hires 2,000 to 2,500 new
associates directly from their bachelor’s and
master’s degree programs.  Approximately
two-thirds of those hires join Assurance
Business Advisory Services (ABAS) and
one-third join Tax (TAX).  With up to 4 mil-
lion client service hours clocked by new
entrants in their first year, and nearly 10 mil-
lion client service hours provided by
individuals within their first three years on
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the job, ensuring that new hires have the
proper training and preparation to enter the
field is critical to the Firm.  Accordingly,
every new college graduate hired as an asso-
ciate—whether coming to the firm with the
bachelor’s or the master’s degree, with a
degree in accounting or in another field—
begins her or his career at PwC by
completing its two-day “cross-firm” orienta-
tion, followed by separate ABAS and TAX
training sessions.  (New interns sometimes
attend these sessions as well.) 

All of the initial training provided to new
hires is coordinated by the Learning and
Education (L&E) division of the Firm.
L&E staff continually reevaluate and reor-
ganize the structure and content of the
curricula.  It is important to emphasize that
the training of associates does not end with
the conclusion of these sessions.  To the 
contrary, it has only begun, as L&E provides
ongoing continuing education opportunities
for people at all levels of the Firm.  All staff
at PwC—including partners—are expected
to be consistently engaged in continuing 
and professional education, whether it be
through in-house training, on-line self-stud-
ies or master’s and executive education. 

Beginnings of a Rite of Passage from
Student to Practicing Professional

In broad strokes, we came to understand the
initial PwC training as the beginning of a rite
of passage from university student to profes-
sional at one of the most prominent
accounting firms in the world today.  To
facilitate this transition, we found that the
training seemed to be advancing a three-fold
agenda.  First, in their initial training new

associates begin to internalize the culture of
PwC, namely, a culture that is deeply com-
mitted to several core values: personal
integrity, excellence of the highest order and
personal responsibility for professional
growth and development.  Interviewees
stressed the importance of such “soft skill”
training in areas such as “diversity” and
interviewing as a valuable introduction to
the culture of PwC.  But they stressed to us
that it was often through the simulations in
TAX and ABAS sessions that, in working
through individual cases with instructors
who frequently invited them to reflect on the
core values of the Firm, that they genuinely
began to feel part of a firm with a clear 
and compelling set of values—including
integrity, excellence, and personal responsi-
bility—that is inextricably linked with its
position at the “pinnacle of the profession”
as one person described it.  In other words,
as one person summarized this “beginning”
on L&E’s training agenda: Above all in your
weeks of initial training you learn about 
“the legacy [PwC] you are joining.”

Second, new associates are invited to
become full members in a community that
views communication and continued learn-
ing with and from one another as no less
important than the knowledge and expertise
of its individual members.  In our interviews,
many PwC associates and managers told us
that one of the most valuable aspects of the
initial training period is the opportunity to
“network” with other new employees—as
well as managers and partners involved in
the training—assigned to different areas of
the country and not only from their regional
office. In particular, they emphasized that
the “element of play” in the training—not
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only in the “team-building” activities but no
less in simulations that, in the words of one
interviewee, “encourage collaboration”—
was important in facilitating communication
and cultivating a respect for the importance
of ongoing learning.  As one person told us:
“That mix of seriousness and play—that
type of interaction was important for us 
to become a ‘team.’ It was also a ‘thinking
outside-of-the-box’ [approach]…in solving
real-world problems.” Again and again,
interviewees told us that many of the con-
tacts they made in their initial PwC training
have been invaluable to them over the years.
More importantly, they said, the “network-
ing” they did at the initial training helped
them develop a much greater appreciation of
the centrality of everyday communication in
their new job, as well as the importance of
continually being engaged in learning with
and from others along with contributing to
others’ knowledge and understanding.  As
more than one interviewee told us, auditing
is a “people job,” and interacting effectively
with people and ongoing learning are at the
epicenter of their work.  That latter state-
ment would surely find a receptive audience
among those concerned with continuing 
professional education at the Firm.  As one
such person told us: “How people learn in
the Firm is how we want them to learn here
[in initial training].”

Third, through simulations and interactions
with professionals, new associates begin to
apply their accounting knowledge using
PwC’s frameworks and methodologies to
address the complex accounting problems
that PwC associates face on a regular basis.
As one person told us: “At university you do
a lot of  topical rather than problem-based

learning and [in PwC’s initial training] you
do a combination of topical studies and
problem-based learning.” Again and again,
the associates at PwC that we interviewed
indicated that the simulation exercises 
were the highlight of their training.  Most
important, it was the application of their
accounting knowledge to real-world
accounting challenges in tax or auditing
through the cornerstone simulation that
helped them begin to make the transition
from emphasizing academic knowledge, as
they did at university, to applying their
knowledge and skills to true-to-life prob-
lems.  Moreover, it was the simulations more
than the straightforward presentation of
PwC procedures that helped them begin to
learn PwC “frameworks” and “methodolo-
gies”—including the proper use of relevant
computer software at the Firm.  To be sure,
several associates noted during our inter-
views that there still remains a “gap”
between simulation training and what hap-
pens in the field.  One senior manager, for
example, pointed out that when you go out
on an audit engagement, “The clients hand
you something.” One is usually alone, she
went on to say, whereas the simulation 
doesn’t generate any paper as all of the mock
data is in electronic form and, for time’s
sake, not all trainees get to practice “visit-
ing” a client or interviewing her or him.  

In summary, we came to understand the 
initial PwC training as the beginning of a rite
of passage from university student to profes-
sional.  For the most part, interviewees
emphasized that, in retrospect, the training
eventually proved to be critical in facilitating
that transformation. 
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Part Three:
Overlap and Gaps in 
the Education of New
Accounting Professionals

Before new PwC associates become full
members of their respective divisions and
offices, they are introduced to a wide range
of accounting and business knowledge and
principles both at their alma maters and at
PwC.  The aim of this education and training
is to prepare new associates to be well
versed in basic accounting knowledge as
well as the ways the aforementioned knowl-
edge is used for business decision-making in
increasingly complex business environ-
ments.  Although we did not evaluate either
the nine programs in our sample or the ini-
tial training at PwC, we found both to be
highly effective—though neither without
limitation.  To provide feedback both to the
nine universities and PwC, in Part Three we
identify four major gaps (omissions) in
accounting education as well as two major
areas where there is overlap in what is taught
at the universities and at the Firm.  

Overlap

Somewhat to our surprise, we found only
two major areas of overlap in the education
and training received at the nine universities
and at PwC.  The first, overlap in technical
knowledge, was consistently mentioned dur-
ing our interviews with current PwC
employees; the second, a heavy reliance on
lecture and technology to transmit basic
accounting and business information, was
mentioned in a good number of inter-
views—and was likewise supported in L&E
training documents.  

Repeatedly, whether located in TAX or
ABAS (but particularly in TAX), interview-
ees stressed the redundancy as regards
technical knowledge between the universi-
ties and PwC.  To be sure, two people we
interviewed told us that the technicalities of
tax law and accounting are complex enough
to warrant frequent and overlapping expo-
sure.  But another person—mirroring most
of the others we interviewed—was “flabber-
gasted” that he was receiving a “refresher
course” on how to complete an 1120 at 
PwC training.  “Actually,” he told us, “what
they did is bore me.” In ABAS, too, the
majority of interviewees considered the
technical information presented in their ini-
tial training as “too much brush-up” and, in
some instances, “boring.” In proferring that
he and others did not find his PwC training
challenging enough, one ABAS associate
told us that trainees are allowed “half an
hour for a ten-minute problem….You’re 
not rolling up your sleeves.” While most
interviewees suggested technical knowledge
as an important area of overlap between the
universities and the Firm, only a few were
very specific; one person mentioned prepa-
ration of corporate tax forms in TAX, and
the other, in ABAS, controls.

The other major area of overlap in account-
ing education today is in the universities’
and PwC’s approaches to teaching and
learning, specifically the widespread use of
lectures and/or technology such as CD-
Rom- and internet-based lessons to present
technical and other basic types of accounting
knowledge.  Over and over, interviewees
told us that, in kind, this overlap underval-
ued the effectiveness and efficiency of using
more self-directed group and collaborative
approaches to teaching and learning.  In par-
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ticular, some interviewees told us that basic
training at PwC, for example—particularly
of material that is a review for a majority of
the trainees—should rely more heavily on
vigorous debate and discussion of technical
material and problems and less on tradition-
al information transfer.  

Gaps

Over the course of the study, we identified
four major gaps between pre-entry and con-
tinuing professional education. 

Early Introduction to, and Socialization
into, the Accounting Profession and Its
Practice.  Many of the current accounting
students we interviewed at the nine 
campuses in our sample told us that they felt
prepared for a management position at a Big
4 accounting firm, but they had “no idea”
what they would be expected to do as new
associates.  This message was echoed, albeit
from a different angle, by current PwC
employees.  As we came to understand this
gap, most individuals completing their 
formal education in accounting do not fully
understand what it means to be a practicing
accountant at an entry-level and in a 
practical, everyday sense.  No less, most
associate-level accountants—even after
completing their basic training—do not
understand at a deep level what it means 
to be a member of the profession of account-
ancy. 

This gap clearly needs to be addressed in
both the university- and Firm-based educa-
tion of future accountants.  Students, at the
beginning of their studies, need to under-
stand the roles and responsibilities they will
be expected to assume as accountants in

order to make informed decisions regarding
their career paths, and to better appreciate
and grow from their university experience.
An emphasis on professors’ and practition-
ers’ loyalty to the accounting profession
—rather than to a particular firm—and an
early cultivation of students’ identities as
future members of the profession will 
also enhance their education considerably.
Frequent opportunities to meet, listen to and
work with professionals (especially those at
the senior levels of an organization); conver-
sations—rather than lectures—about the
responsibilities and ethical stance account-
ants must accept if they wish to rise to the
pinnacle of the profession; and a sustained
expectation that students will regard and
conduct themselves as accounting profes-
sionals at the beginning of their education
can set a standard of excellence that is not
yet consistently attained at the university or
early professional levels of accounting edu-
cation of new PwC associates.  Significantly,
although some of the programs we studied
require a course in ethics and many faculty
told us that they wove “ethical issues” into
their case studies, and though the Firm offers
a session that deals with the standards and
values of the organization, we came to
understand that ethics is not a consistent,
integrated part of the education of most
accounting students.  Both in our classroom
observations and through our interviews
with students who told us that discussions of
ethics are not an integral part of their educa-
tion, we came to appreciate the importance
of increasing opportunities for students and
faculty and members of the Firm to openly
and unambiguously discuss how and why
the behavior and decisions of accountants
often have major implications not only on
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individual firms but on the lives of many
people as well and, in turn, is critical to
preparing accountants of the highest profes-
sional and moral caliber. 

Another aspect of the profession that needs
to be conveyed to students early on in their
studies is the knowledge that each member
of a firm contributes to its risk when harbor-
ing misunderstanding, narrow and technical
ways of thinking, or even the slightest disre-
gard for the personal and interpersonal
dimensions of her or his work life.  It is
important to remind people at all levels of
accounting education that being able to
acknowledge their personal areas of profes-
sional weakness or lack of understanding or
confidence—be it in a technical or “soft”
area—is the first step to overcoming that
limitation.  Second, students must be made
aware that these “personal” weak points are
not particular to new hires.  Accounting reg-
ulations and business processes are
constantly in flux, requiring professionals at
all levels of the Firm to constantly update
their business and accounting knowledge
and hone their communication and technical
skills through both individual research and
practice, and not least by “taking cues” and
suggestions from colleagues and other mem-
bers of the Firm.  

An Appreciation for the Importance of
Soft (Efficiency and Effectiveness) Skills
and Their Integration with Higher-
Order Cognitive Skills and Technical
Expertise. As we came to understand,
interpersonal and oral and written 
communication skills—“soft skills”—are
not consistently advanced or integrated into
the accounting curricula of either the univer-
sities or the Firm, even though both domains

require students to “team,” write and give
presentations.  As the associates we inter-
viewed reflected on their first weeks at PwC,
many noted that, at the time, they were not
adequately prepared to begin interviewing,
dealing with “difficult people,” participating
in multicultural communication, writing in a
professional manner, and integrating their
so-called “soft skills” with higher-order cog-
nitive skills as well as technical skills and
knowledge.  Drawing new accounting pro-
fessionals’ attention to the dynamics and
culture of firm-client relationships, and help-
ing them appreciate that so-called “soft
skills” may be more accurately viewed as a
combination of “effectiveness and efficiency
skills” (skills that help accountants do their
jobs better and faster), are two ways this 
second gap in accounting education can
begin to be bridged.  Providing students with
ample time and relevant opportunities to
practice their effectiveness and efficiency
skills and carry out comprehensive analyses
of the larger business environment and its
relationship with accounting practices and
procedures may go a long way toward stu-
dents’ developing and refining these skills
and ensuring that they are an essential part of
their professional repertoire.

The Ability to Recognize and Solve
Problems in the “Gray.” Students’ ability
to problem-solve in the “gray” is often 
hindered by various factors, including a lack
of understanding of the complex business
environment.  Throughout their education
and training, many students are not consis-
tently encouraged to bring healthy doses of
skeptical and “big-picture” thinking to their
study of accounting.  At the university level,
too much emphasis on “the right answer”
and the creation of “silos” of accounting and
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business knowledge and practices often
silence potential opportunities for students
to identify gray areas—let alone enhance
their capacity as fledgling accountants to
work within ambiguous situations and make
responsible, appropriate choices for the
Firm.  Especially when reflecting on their
university education but also to some extent
on their PwC training, many associates we
interviewed expressed a frustration with the
“ideal” cases and simulations they worked
through in both venues.  It should come as
no surprise, then, that new associates often
lack the insight and appropriate levels of
confidence, as one partner suggested to us,
to effectively identify and problem-solve
within the “gray.”

Cultivation of a Commitment to Con-
tinuous Individual and Collaborative
Learning. The fourth omission we identi-
fied in the overall education of beginning
accounting professionals at PwC is connect-
ed in no small measure to the other three
gaps and two areas of overlap discussed
above.  This gap, “the cultivation of a com-
mitment to continuous individual and
collaborative learning,” is present to some
extent in both the programs and the Firm, yet
does not appear to be a widespread, deep-
seated priority.  Developing an individual’s
commitment to learning is highly dependent
on developing her or his appetite for learning
(particularly if rote methods are the primary
vehicle for teaching).  This appetite can be
cultivated by helping future accountants
understand what it means to be a member of
their chosen profession; providing them
with opportunities to use their “soft” and
“higher-order cognitive” skills; and instilling
enough confidence in them that they can
look at “the big picture” to evaluate and, if

necessary, question what they see.  As one
PwC interviewee told us, this is an “organi-
zation that runs on brain power” that
requires a “culture of continuing learning.”

The men and women who attend the nine
accounting programs in our sample and are
then recruited to PwC are, in many ways,
extremely motivated and committed to being
successful.  A commitment to continuous
individual and collaborative learning should
be a natural next step.  As the majority of
interviewees told us, PwC’s training is—at
times—not challenging enough.  “If you
‘dumb people down’ when they walk in the
door,” one partner told us, “you do a great
disservice to the entire Firm.” One reason
why people may be “dumbed down” at ini-
tial training is because, as one person in the
Firm told us: “We treat new recruits as if
they’ve all been trained the same way.”
There is no assessment of the knowledge
and skills of new ABAS hires, and the
“experience inventory” given to TAX hires
prior to the training is not used to  tailor the
training of individuals.

Another important factor contributing to this
gap on PwC’s side is the selection and qual-
ity of instructors moderating the initial
training sessions.  In order to influence new
hires’ views of the importance of continuous
individual and collaborative learning at the
Firm, people from all levels of both the Firm
and the universities clearly need to be
involved in this accounting education.
Failure to draw on the perspective and voic-
es of participants at all levels—including
students—detracts from the cultivation and
spirit of ongoing, collaborative learning.  At
the university level, too, an invitation to con-
tribute to accounting knowledge and
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decision-making can be offered to a wider
array of people—peers and colleagues
nationwide, practicing accountants, employ-
ees of the major accounting firms, and
students.  New voices are often silenced in
the professional and academic communities,
notwithstanding the often arresting differ-
ences in educational and “life experiences”
of the newcomers and a proclaimed commit-
ment to learning communities. 

Although we have identified four gaps and
two areas of overlap in the accounting 
education that spans the education provided
at the nine universities in our sample and 
the initial professional training of new hires
at PwC, we would be the first to admit that
major steps have been taken by both 
partners—the universities and PwC—to
address them.  

Perhaps most significantly, the nine univer-
sities and PwC are building a working
relationship in which accounting education
is viewed as a seamless web in which both
partners are engaged in developing and
nourishing opportunities for individual and
collaborative learning.  The commission,
generation and thoughtful consideration of
this report only serves to support our strong
conviction that those committed to account-
ing education—including the more than 150
faculty, staff, students, and professionals
who so generously contributed to this
study—will be more than willing to consid-
er and, if deemed appropriate, address the
challenges raised in this report.  We look
forward to comments and reactions to this
report as part of a continuing dialogue on the
present and future of accounting education.  
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