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In this review I note 3 general problem areas which are worth consideration by the IAESB in 
its discussion on the implication of measurement issues on guidance for IES 3 and IES 6. 
  
First is excessive reliance on summative rather than formative assessment methods. Greater 
consideration should be given to assessing candidates in terms of supporting lifelong 
learning.  
 
Second is reliance on an over-educationalist (narrow) definition of formative assessment 
itself. What is needed is a greater emphasis on formative assessment that supports future 
behaviour and practise outcomes as well as future learning outcomes. 
 
Third is the lack of consideration of usefulness or aims of what is intended to be measured by 
different assessment methods. What is needed is a thorough discussion of usefulness as a 
criterion for deciding the value of different assessment methods. This is not straightforward 
as what is intended to be measured is not simple or the same for all professional bodies or for 
all learning activities. Once it is recognised that different uses or outcomes can be required of 
different learning activities, the criterion of validity of those methods can be seen to be 
affected by, or contingent on, those different uses. 
 
Formative and Summative Assessment 
In IEP 3 it is stated on p3: 
 
‘Formative assessment is ongoing, providing both teachers and students with information 
about current progress in order to support future learning.’ 
 
‘Summative assessment provides information about the level of a student’s performance at 
certain points in learning process, usually at end of a course of study.’ 
 
Education institutions have been traditionally geared towards summative assessment. This is 
what the general public and the business community in particular expects of them: to provide 
a way of screening who has acquired the knowledge offered by the education institution up to 
a standard level regarded by those institutions as sufficient to be awarded their certificate of 
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achievement, and what grade can be attached to someone coming out of the education 
institution to distinguish their level of knowledge compared with their peers. 
 
Assessment concerns grading and then certifying those above a certain grade as to having the 
knowledge expected as appropriate to that certificate upon completion of initial professional 
qualification. It has long been recognised that very few occupations require the specific 
knowledge provided by education institutions. Rather proficiency at knowledge acquisition is 
taken to be a signal that individuals have certain proficiencies required to fulfil roles required 
of them once employed. However education institutions are being increasingly challenged 
both to provide more knowledge that is specifically required for future occupations and also 
to provide transferable skills as well as knowledge. Education institutions are being 
challenged to assess these transferable skills or competencies.  
 
The limited sense of formative assessment is to provide ongoing assessment in a manner that 
supports future learning within the education establishment. We may expand this sense of 
formative assessment as supporting lifelong learning, which must occur at least in part, 
outside that education establishment and outside any similar sort of education establishment. 
However I would argue that this is insufficient for assessing accountants, or other 
professionals, at initial qualification level. Accountants must go on not only to continue to 
learn, but also to continue to maintain their competence. This requires more than knowledge. 
 
IEP 3 is dominated by an approach to assessment one would expect from a university 
perspective, and perhaps one before the wave of interest in transferable skills occurred. The 
emphasis is on assessing knowledge. While some methods discussed accord with assessment 
of competence, these are not emphasised. If formative assessment is taken seriously there is a 
need explicitly to link future assessment of CPD to the assessment of practical activities 
during initial qualification period. A purpose of initial qualification should be to develop 
habits that will be needed for dealing with issues that arise in practise. There must not be a 
hard line between the assessment of competence of an accountant at the end of the formal 
period of initial professional qualification, and the activities that need to be undertaken to 
maintain competence.  
 
I believe it would be better to consider formative assessment in the light of the requirement to 
support not only future learning but also future changes in professional practise, both in terms 
of what an individual does, how they behave in professional practise as well as how they 
contribute to any organisation or practise that they will be involved with in future. 
 
In IEP 3, formative assessment is referred to for direct observation method under the heading 
of work-based methods. However while various methods are mentioned under the heading of 
direct observation ie ‘opportunity for a constructive reflection on what was learned and an 
examination of possible alternative strategies’ (p15) and especially learning contracts. This is 
based on assessment of learners current competences compared with what they wish to 
achieve. The steps specified are: 

• Initial profile of capabilities, knowledge and understanding 
• Needs analysis specify learning outcomes to achieve 
• Action plan to identify learner actions, timescales, resources 
• Evaluate whether or not learning outcomes have been achieved. 

 
However, note that behaviour outcomes and especially practise outcomes are missing. 
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I would suggest that the following expanded definition of formative assessment be used to 
guide thinking about assessment methods for accountants (and other professionals). 
 
Formative assessment provides potential practitioners (those during their qualification stage) 
and actual practitioners (post qualification) with information on their progress to support 
future learning, future professional behaviour and future practise or organisation 
development.  
 
Or perhaps more generally:  
 
Formative assessment is ongoing and provides all involved in the process of learning or more 
focused professional development with information to support future learning and 
professional development.  
 
There are a number of specific consequences that follow from adopting this expanded 
definition of formative assessment and taking seriously assessment methods of this type. 
 

• Assessment methods that are based on self-assessment should be considered more 
thoroughly. There seems to be a prejudice against self-assessment; that is, the 
emphasis in IEP 3 is its association with reducing reliability and increasing ‘burden’ 
rather than viewing it as a skill that practitioners need. The ease and validity of 
external tutor judgement needs to be balanced against the formative outcome of self 
assessment methods encouraging individuals to control their own learning and 
practise development. 

 
• If self-assessment is considered more fully, the importance of planning and reflection 

for the maintenance of competence can be appreciated and this will encourage a wider 
range of assessment methods to be considered under the umbrella of self-assessment. 
There are different methods for assessing reflection for example: simply requiring 
written evidence of reflection, more focused reflection based on explicit consideration 
of levels of reflection, use of interview methods such as would be carried out in 
employee appraisals could be considered. With planning the use of competency 
frameworks and facility with online systems for identifying gaps in competency could 
be tested. 

 
• Assessment methods based on peer assessment, rather than teacher assessment, should 

also be considered more thoroughly. Eventually peer assessment among practicing 
accountants is likely to become part of CPD assessment. It is therefore a transferable 
skill both for fellow learners to judge others and for those being judged to learn to 
deal with the judgement of their peers. 

 
• Assessment of the candidate’s ability develop their behaviour and practise after initial 

professional qualification, in addition to their ability to learn, should be incorporated 
into the criteria used to evaluate different assessment methods: either along side 
validity and reliability or as to be included in the nature of what is defined as valid 
and reliable. This point is elaborated further in the next section. 
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Usefulness as a criterion for evaluation of assessment methods along side validity and 
reliability and affecting validity. 
 
If we consider formative assessment more seriously and if we accept the broader definition of 
formative assessment as above, the criteria of usefulness of assessment methods becomes 
complex and compelling. The purpose of assessment becomes more than grading evidence of 
the acquisition of knowledge at the moment of achieving initial professional qualification. 
Not only must future learning and the capacity for future learning be taken into account, but 
also future competence and the capacity for maintaining and developing competence in 
future. However competence has many facets. Some assessment methods can be valid to 
assess only certain aspects of competence and capacity for competence maintenance and 
development, and others valid for other aspects. 
 
In Friedman (2007) I distinguish a number of concepts – knowledge, competencies, technical 
competence and ethical competence as well as professional capacity - all of which may be 
considered as aims of what should be achieved and assessed in addition to and along with 
knowledge as part of initial professional qualification. Broadly initial professional 
qualification should be regarded as the beginning of a career of professional development, 
rather than the endpoint of a knowledge acquisition process. During initial professional 
qualification a number of other outcomes should be achieved and assessed. Learning need not 
add to competencies, but competencies also should be acquired and assessed. 
 
Competencies concern the ability to apply knowledge in specific practise contexts. Specific 
techniques may have to be tailored to the practise situation, connected to standard operating 
procedures, and carried out in the context of teamwork or at least the presence of work 
colleagues, as well as for live internal and external ‘clients’. 
 
However initial professional qualification should be aimed at providing more than a 
collection of competencies. Competencies concerning a single technique or piece of practise 
must be put into the context of a repertoire of competencies which contribute to a broader 
concept of what initial professional qualification should be aimed at; that is, technical 
competence. Technical competence is more than the collection of competencies. 
 
Technical competence may be defined as having a repertoire of competencies and knowing 
when to exercise a particular competency (or to use a particular technique), and when not to, 
based on understanding of what will ‘work’.  
 
Technical competence needs to be assessed and methods which are valid to assess overall 
technical competence may be different from those to assess the acquisition of knowledge or 
individual competencies. Technical competence involves acting/advising based on problem 
diagnosis. It can involve providing services that are not explicitly asked for, not expected and 
not pre-determined. It can involve the ability to deal with time dependent demands, and to 
change priorities quickly in response to the hurley-burley of practise pressures. It will involve 
dealing with ambiguity. Assessment methods that are valid for assessing whether particular 
techniques are understood and can be competently applied, may not be as valid, or valid at 
all, for assessing those extra factors involved in technical competence. 
 
In addition I consider the idea of ethical competency to be important in the development of a 
professional and that steps towards contributing to the ethical competence of future 
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professionals should be taken as part of initial professional qualification. Assessment 
methods valid for assessing ethical competence may be different from those for assessing 
knowledge, understanding, actual competencies or technical competence. 
 
Ethical Competence may be defined as exercising technical competency in a manner 
consistent with the letter and the spirit of professional codes. It involves knowing when to 
exercise a particular competency and when not to based on understanding of what is ethically 
correct. 
 
Finally consider professional development capacity. It may be considered appropriate to 
assess whether successful initial professional qualifications can be judged based on 
achievement of some degree of professional development capacity. This may be defined as 
the understanding of and the appreciation of the need to continually develop one’s 
professional self. It can involve judging whether candidates are likely to be consummate or 
enthusiastic in their participation in CPD in future, rather than perfunctory in their 
participation. Do they understand what is involved in the CPD cycle? Are they are able to 
assess their current competencies and those required for new challenges in current role and 
new challenges for new roles? How well or how critically can they reflect on learning and 
development activities undertaken? Do they also appreciate the need to be seen to be actively 
maintaining and developing their competence?   
 
The validity of assessment methods if professional development capacity is an aim of initial 
professional qualification would require assessment methods to be evaluated based on how 
well they assess not merely the competence professionals at the outset of their careers, but 
also how well they understand, appreciate and take on the need to become active developing 
professionals throughout their future careers. 
 
Capabilities and competences are mentioned in IEP 3, but there is a presumption that they are 
phenomena which are generally associated with off-site learning activity, worked out in a 
dyadic way between learner and tutor, rather than part of a programme provided by 
professional body to support all of their members.  
 
Three consequences of appreciating this wider range of aims of initial professional 
qualification are. 
 
First, there needs to be greater coordination between initial professional qualification and 
CPD programmes. This will require greater cooperation between professional bodies and 
providers of initial professional qualifications.  
 
Second, if different assessment methods are evaluated as having varying validity depending 
on what is meant to be achieved within initial professional qualifications, then validity of 
assessment methods ought to be considered in terms of combinations of assessment methods, 
rather than evaluating each on its own.  
 
Third, CPD is developing rapidly and this will mean that usefulness, validity and reliability of 
assessment methods for initial professional qualifications needs to be understood as assessing 
a moving target.  
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