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Guidance on Learning Outcomes / Assurance of Learning 
 
 
Background 
1. The aim of this paper is to obtain IAESB members’ views on a project that would (1) advance 

the understanding of assurance of learning when applied to learning and development 
activities in the area of professional accounting education, and (2) provide guidance on 
applying a learning outcomes approach to learning and development activities for aspiring 
professional accountants and aspiring audit engagement partners.  

2. Appendix 1 of this paper provides briefing notes from the Association to Advance Collegiate 
Schools of Business (AACSB) website to assist those who might not be familiar with the 
mandate of the AACSB. 

3. In the IES 2 Exposure Draft the IAESB has indicated a preference for a learning outcomes 
approach to demonstrate the achievement of technical competence, rather than prescribing 
a list of knowledge topics as provided in the extant IES 2. The learning outcomes approach 
is consistent with the notion of developing principles-based standards and with the content 
and terminology used in the IAESB Framework (2009) document that refers to the 
development of competence. 

4. Professional accounting education programs are designed to support aspiring professional 
accountants develop the appropriate professional competence by the end of IPD. These 
programs may include formal education delivered through degrees and courses offered by 
universities, other higher education providers, IFAC member bodies, and employers, as well 
as workplace training. The IAESB prefers that professional accounting education programs 
use an outcomes-based approach in integrating technical competence, professional skills, 
and professional values, ethics, and attitudes to demonstrate the achievement of 
professional competence. 

5. The AACSB evaluates the quality of accounting programs by accreditation. In the view of the 
AACSB key factors in the assessment of quality are the qualifications, development, and 
involvement of the faculty; the design and effectiveness of the curriculum; the nature and 
effectiveness and resources needed and used for instructional and learning purposes; the 
academic preparation and capabilities of entering students; the processes in place to plan, 
assess, and assure quality; and the intellectual contributions of the faculty. While these 
factors are key to the assessment of the quality of any academic program, their relative 
importance will depend on the organization’s mission and each program’s educational 
objectives. 

6. The AACSB uses Assurance of Learning Standards to evaluate how well the school 
accomplishes the educational aims at the core of its activities. In discussing the assurance of 
learning, we mean the assessment methods and other protocols/mechanisms by which 
member bodies determine that the desirable learning outcomes stipulated in the revised 
IESs (and, indeed, for their programs) are being achieved by their students, and that these 
learning outcomes are improving the quality of professional accounting education.  
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August IAESB-AACSB Meeting 

7. On August 5, 2012 the IAESB met informally with the AACSB to explore areas of mutual 
interest. Representatives of the IAESB included Peter Wolnizer, Dennis Reigle (IAESB 
member), Jane Mutchler (CAG member), Gary Previts (IAESB Technical Advisor to Dennis 
Reigle) and David McPeak. AACSB members included Jerry Trapnell (Executive Vice 
President & Chief Accreditation Officer) and Professor Jan Williams (Immediate Past 
President). There was an open and honest exchange of information among participants with 
a wide-range of topics being discussed. Meeting participants will provide an oral summary of 
the meeting at the meeting. 

September IAESB CAG Meeting 

8. In general IAESB CAG members agreed that collaboration with the AACSB on developing 
implementation guidance on the learning outcomes approach should have positive benefits 
for IAESB stakeholders, especially for developing member bodies and professional 
accounting organizations. Some CAG members expressed concern on whether there was 
sufficient overlap between the IAESB and the AACSB in terms on processes for 
collaboration to occur and suggested that the costs and benefits of collaboration be better 
identified. Several CAG members discussed their own experiences with the AACSB 
accreditation process pointing out that such a process caused Business Schools to reflect on 
their operations resulting in these Schools articulating a strategy to meet the Assurance of 
Learning Standards. It was noted that the communications around this process needed to be 
handled carefully and suggested placing emphasis on what benefits can be achieved by 
following the process, such as a decrease in heterogeneity of education models and an 
increase in the efficiency and effectiveness of learning activities. CAG members also 
indicated that greater benefits would be achieved by sharing the learning that results from 
participating in the process with others in the community. Some CAG members expressed a 
concern that an accreditation process for the IESs might create a perception of elitism 
among IFAC member bodies that meet the accreditation process when what is really needed 
is to provide assistance to developing member bodies in implementing the IESs. 

 
Significant Issues 
 

Areas of Mutual Interest 

9. In reviewing various documents on the AACSB website there are some very important 
commonalities between both organizations which could form the basis of collaboration, these 
are: 

• Enhancing the quality of accounting education; 
• Assessing and benchmarking quality in accounting education; 
• Developing accounting education based on learning goals and outcomes; 
• Establishing high-quality Standards for developing and assessing accounting 

education; and 
• Issuing implementation guidance to support standards. 
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10. Three areas that seem to have the greatest potential for collaboration are: 
(a) Improving the understanding of a learning outcome approach when applied to 

learning and development activities in the area of professional accounting 
education,to assurance of learning with providers of professional accounting 
education;  

(b) Developing guidance on applying a learning outcomes approach to learning and 
development activities for aspiring professional accountants and aspiring audit 
engagement partners. and  

(c) Identifying quality indicators for professional accounting education. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
PROPOSED WAY FORWARD 
11. The IAESB will follow up the AACSB with the aim of preparing a project proposal that 

identifies potential project areas for discussion at the March 2013 IAESB meeting. 

Action Requested 
 
Q1: Do you agree that the IAESB should become involved with improving 

the understanding of the learning outcome approach when applied to 
learning and development activities? If not, why? 

 
Q2: How should the IAESB proceed in improving the understanding of the 

learning outcome approach with IFAC member bodies and third party 
providers of professional accounting education?  

 
Q3:  What are some of the challenges that the IAESB can expect in 

championing this initiative on improving the understanding of a learning 
outcome approach? 

 
Q4: Should the IAESB collaborate with the AACSB in developing guidance 

on applying a learning outcomes approach to learning and development 
activities for aspiring professional accountants and aspiring audit 
engagement partners? 

 
Q5: Are there other areas that the IAESB should consider in collaborating 

with the AACSB? If so, what areas do you suggest? 
 
Q6: What might be the form of deliverable that we should expect from this 

type of collaboration (e.g., authoritative guidance, discussion paper, 
staff advisory, standard, forum/workshop)? 

 



•  International Accounting Education Standards Board Meeting 

 (October 2012) Agenda Item 
 10-1 

Prepared by: IAESB Steering Committee (October 2012)  Page 4 of 12 
 
 

 
APPENDIX 1 

Briefing Notes on AACSB 
Organizational Goal Statements 

Goal 1: 
AACSB advances excellence in collegiate management education through world class 
accreditation and quality assurance services. 

Goal 2: 
AACSB conducts research to inform management education stakeholders. 

Goal 3: 
AACSB provides comprehensive services to assist schools of business to address 
management education challenges and improve quality. 
Accounting accreditation 

Accounting accreditation evaluates the quality of accounting programs delivered within, or 
associated with, business programs of overall high quality. Key factors in the assessment of 
quality are the qualifications, development, and involvement of the faculty; the design and 
effectiveness of the curriculum; the nature and effectiveness and resources needed and 
used for instructional and learning purposes; the academic preparation and capabilities of 
entering students; the processes in place to plan, assess, and assure quality; and the 
intellectual contributions of the faculty. While these factors are key to the assessment of the 
quality of any academic program, their relative importance will depend, at least in part, on 
the academic unit’s1 mission and each program’s educational objectives. 
 

Definitions 

Academic unit: refers to the administrative structure (school, department, faculty, etc.) that 
has direct oversight for the accounting programs. 
Accounting Program: refers to any bachelor’s or graduate level accounting program that 
is to be included in the process to determine eligibility for accreditation. 
 
Intent of Assurance of Learning Standards 

Assurance of Learning Standards evaluates how well the school accomplishes the 
educational aims at the core of its activities. The learning process is separate from the 
demonstration that students achieve learning goals. Do students achieve learning 
appropriate to the programs in which they participate? Do they have the knowledge and 
skills appropriate to their earned degrees? Because of differences in mission, student 
population, employer population, and other circumstances, the program learning goals will 
differ from school to school. Every school should enunciate and measure its educational 
goals. Few characteristics of the school will be as important to stakeholders as knowing the 
accomplishment levels of the school's students when compared against the school's 
learning goals.  
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Assurance of learning to demonstrate accountability (such as in accreditation) is an 
important reason to assess learning accomplishments. Measures of learning can assure 
external constituents such as potential students, trustees, public officials, supporters, and 
accreditors, that the organization meets its goals.  

Another important function for measures of learning is to assist the school and faculty 
members to improve programs and courses. By measuring learning the school can evaluate 
its students’ success at achieving learning goals, can use the measures to plan 
improvement efforts, and (depending on the type of measures) can provide feedback and 
guidance for individual students 
 
ASSURANCE OF LEARNING FOR ACCOUNTING PROGRAMS 
Accounting accreditation seeks to encourage the development of broad variety of high 
quality accounting programs. This variety is reflected in the missions that drive accounting 
programs. Breadth is encouraged by defining learning goals outside of the accounting 
discipline and program customization is facilitated by the flexibility specified in the 
accounting and business curriculum requirements. Accounting faculty in different institutions 
are expected to develop alternative approaches for meeting and assuring educational 
objectives and delivery of overall high quality. Student learning is both the purpose and 
central activity of accounting programs.  
 
Definition of learning expectations and assurance that graduates achieve them are key 
features of any accounting program. The learning expectations derive from a balance of 
internal and external demands for and constraints on educational goals. Members of the 
practice community, faculty, and students each contribute valuable perspectives on the 
needs of graduates. 
 
The aspirations of individual programs may create circumstances unforeseen in these more 
general statements. One of the Peer Review Team’s responsibilities is to work with the 
Accounting Accreditation Committee to judge the reasonableness of any deviations from 
the standards. Additional guidance for the application of these standards is given in the 
implementation guidance for assurance of learning for accounting programs. 
 
As student learning is essential to the achievement of learning goals in accounting 
programs, the Peer Review Team must understand the extent of student participation in the 
academic experience to produce high quality graduates and to ensure appropriate 
accreditation decisions. These standards recognize that in the global context, there are 
multiple systems of measurement that can indicate the level of student participation that is 
required for any given accounting degree program and there are a number of alternatives to 
the traditional classroom setting. Therefore, this section offers guidance on how to 
document the extent of student participation in an accounting degree program. 
 
Standards 39, 40, 41, and 42 specify a general framework for student participation at 
different degree levels. The measurement system for documenting student participation is 
flexible and may include Semester Credit Hour (SCH) or Student Engagement Hours 
(SEH)3. 
 
An accredited accounting program must demonstrate that its students devote an 
appropriate amount of time to meeting the learning goals specified for each degree program 
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via one of these measurement systems. The unit Schools should select one of the following 
methods in measuring student participation in the learning process. 
 
Semester Credit Hours (SCH) 
SCH is commonly used to measure the amount of credit a student receives for successfully 
completing an individual course, and SCHs are aggregated for purpose of determining 
when overall degree requirements have been met. For purposes of these standards, one 
SCH is assumed to represent 11 contact hours4 (i.e., a 3 semester hour course is assumed 
to represent 33 contact sixty-minute periods). Schools that measure student participation in 
terms of SCH are expected, though not required, to use SCHs as the basis for measuring 
student participation in demonstrating congruence with these standards. 
 
Student Engagement Hours (SEH) 
SEH is an alternative for units schools that do not measure student participation in terms of 
SCH. In these standards, expectations are stated in terms of both SCH and SEH. To enable 
faculty, program leaders and Peer-Review Team members in applying these standards to a 
variety of program structures the following guidance is offered: 
For Undergraduate Accounting Programs: 
1 semester hour = 11 contact hours = 33 hours of student engagement 
For Graduate Accounting Programs: 
1 semester hour = 11 contact hours = 44 hours of student engagement 
 
A Student Engagement Hour (SEH) is defined as 60 minutes spent by an average student 
in one or any combination of the following activities: 

• In class (this could be in a traditional classroom or via a distance learning delivery 
system) 

• In a formal tutorial 
• In practice activities that are appropriate for academic credit 
• In testing, measurement, or assessment 
• In individual or group preparation for the above 

 
A contact hour is defined as 60 minutes spent by an average student in one or any 
combination of the following activities: 

• In class (this could be in a traditional classroom or via a distance learning delivery 
system) 

• In a formal tutorial 
• In practice activities that are appropriate for academic credit 
• In testing, measurement, or assessment 

 
Scheduling Guidance 
While class work may be focused to shorten the calendar period over which a topic is 
studied, the schedule must allow for the appropriate level of student participation and 
learning. A course of study that is based on the minimum contact time only does not meet 
accreditation requirements. For example, to offer a three semester credit hour course in one 
calendar week does not allow sufficient time for an appropriate level of student participation. 
A three semester credit hour course equates to 99 student engagement hours or 
approximately 20 hours per day (5-day week) or 14 hours per day (7-day week), neither of 
which is reasonable. 
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Accounting programs must be in congruence with the business standards (numbered 
consecutively 1-30) as well as the accounting standards to earn AACSB International 
accounting accreditation. In addition, the strong relationship and integrative nature of the 
business and accounting standards is reinforced without duplicating the business standards 
in the accounting section except where there are special provisions that only 
apply to accounting programs. As such, in the assurance of learning for accounting 
programs section, the following Business Standard must be satisfied not only by the 
(business) school as a whole, but also by the (accounting) academic unit: 
 
Standard 16: Bachelor’s or undergraduate level degree: Knowledge and skills. 
Adapting expectations to the school’s mission and cultural circumstances, the school 
specifies learning goals and demonstrates achievement of learning goals for key general, 
management-specific, and/or appropriate discipline-specific knowledge and skills that its 
students achieve in each undergraduate degree program. [UNDERGRADUATE LEARNING 
GOALS] 
In addition, the following accounting accreditation standards must be satisfied: 

Undergraduate Accounting Programs 
Standard 39: The undergraduate accounting degree program includes learning 
objectives focused on the development, measurement, analysis, validation, and 
communication of financial and other information. The amount of student 
participation devoted to these topics is appropriate for the program’s mission and 
meets the effort generally required for majors in the school or at the university. 
[ACCOUNTING UNDERGRADUATE EDUCATION GOALS – Related Business 
Standard: None] 
 
Basis for judgment: 

• The student participation described in this standard is appropriately scheduled (see 
guidance in the implementation guidance for assurance of learning for accounting 
programs). 

• Learning activities dealing with the defining elements of accounting are considered 
part of the discipline, even if they are not officially designated as “accounting” 
activities. 

• Learning goals are specified and assessed for general knowledge and skill areas, 
management-specific knowledge and skill areas, and accounting knowledge and 
skill areas. 

• For undergraduate programs, a minimum of 21 semester credit hours (or equivalent 
student engagement) including up to 6 semester credit hours (or equivalent student 
engagement) in introductory accounting are designed to 

• achieve learning objectives in accounting. 
Guidance for documentation: 

• Show the learning objectives that meet this standard. 
• Discuss the adequacy of the required student effort. 
• Provide information on major requirements in other fields. 
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Standard 40: The undergraduate accounting degree program includes learning 
objectives outside of the accounting discipline that focus on developing student 
capacities essential to a broad education. [ACCOUNTING UNDERGRADUATE 
EDUCATION GOALS – Related Business Standards: 15 and 17] 
 
Basis for judgment: 

• This standard covers both general knowledge and skills, as well as, non-accounting 
business education. 

• The student participation described in this standard is appropriately scheduled (see 
guidance in the implementation guidance for assurance of learning for accounting 
programs). 

• Essential capacities should reflect those that are required of a broadly educated 
individual. Unless a significant case can be made to the contrary, essential 
capacities should include communication skills, ability to deal with diversity and 
critical thinking. 

• Hours of student participation in undergraduate level work may be accepted if they 
are completed in secondary education programs. These would include, but not be 
limited to “advanced placement” courses, “A levels” or other participation that is 
generally accepted or otherwise validated to be at an appropriate level of 
achievement. 

• The accounting program is responsible for the quality of learning counted toward 
program completion regardless of how or where it takes place. 

• A minimum of 90 semester credit hours (or equivalent student engagement) is 
directed toward these objectives. 

 
Guidance for documentation: 

• Define the broad learning objectives for the undergraduate degree program. 
• Demonstrate that graduates achieve all of the broad learning objectives. 
• Demonstrate that graduates have been exposed to global and diverse learning 

experiences. 
• Explain how the program meets the hours of student participation. 

 
Masters Accounting Programs 
Standard 41: MBA programs with a concentration in accounting include learning 
objectives focused on the development, measurement, analysis, validation, and 
communication of financial and other information. Participation presupposes the 
base of general knowledge and skills appropriate to an undergraduate degree. 
Learning is developed in a more integrative, intensive fashion than undergraduate 
education. Graduates demonstrate an expanded understanding of the professional 
responsibilities, the ethical standards of the accounting profession, and the strategic 
role of accounting in business organizations and society. The content and number of 
semester credit hours (or equivalent student engagement) is appropriate for the 
program’s mission. [ACCOUNTING CONCENTRATION MASTERS EDUCATIONAL 
GOALS – Related Business Standards: 18 and 20] 
 
Basis for judgment: 
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• Normally all masters degree programs included in the accounting program must 
include a minimum of 30 semester credit hours (or equivalent student engagement) 
beyond the undergraduate program, of which a minimum of 21 semester credit 
hours (or equivalent student engagement) or 70% (whichever is greater) must be in 
courses reserved for graduate students. 

• Learning activities dealing with the defining areas of accounting are considered part 
of the discipline, even if they are not officially designated as “accounting” activities. 

• Learning goals including accounting knowledge and skills areas are specified and 
assessed as appropriate for MBA programs with accounting concentrations. 

• If applicable, show how the learning objectives in accounting for the MBA 
(accounting concentration) program differ from the learning objectives of the 
undergraduate and Masters in Accounting programs. 

 
Guidance for documentation: 

• State the learning objectives that meet this standard. 
• Show the learning objectives that meet these goals. 
• Quantify the student participation required according to the local measurement 

system related to the development, measurement, analysis, validation, and 
• communication of financial and other information. 

 
Standard 42: Masters in Accounting programs and other specialized Masters 
programs in accounting (e.g. Masters of Taxation programs) include learning 
objectives focused on the development, measurement, analysis, validation, and 
communication of financial and other information. Participation in a masters level 
degree program in Accounting presupposes the base of general knowledge and 
skills appropriate to an undergraduate degree. Learning in a Masters of Accounting 
program is developed in a more integrative, intensive fashion than undergraduate 
education and is more in depth than is found in an MBA program with a 
concentration in accounting. Graduates demonstrate an expanded understanding of 
the professional responsibilities, the ethical standards of the accounting profession, 
and the strategic role of accounting in business organizations and society. The 
content and number of semester credit hours (or equivalent student engagement) is 
appropriate for the program’s mission. [ACCOUNTING SPECIALIZED MASTERS 
EDUCATIONAL GOALS – Related Business Standards: 19 and 20] 
Basis for judgment: 

• Masters in accounting programs should contain not less than 15 semester credit 
hours (or equivalent student engagement) in courses dealing with the development, 
measurement, analysis, validation and communication of financial and other 
information of which a minimum of 12 semester credit hours (or equivalent student 
engagement) must be in courses designed primarily for graduate students. 

• Learning activities dealing with accounting are considered part of the discipline, 
even if they are not officially designated as “accounting” activities. 

• Learning goal including accounting knowledge and skill areas are specified and 
assessed as appropriate for specialized masters program in accounting. 
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• In the special case of students who continue from an undergraduate accounting 
program to a Masters in Accounting program, the minimum semester credit hours 
(or equivalent student engagement) across both degrees should be considered. 

• Normally, graduates of Masters in Accounting programs should have a minimum of 
27 semester credit hours (or equivalent student engagement, excluding any hours in 
introductory accounting) in courses dealing with the development, measurement, 
analysis, validation, and communication of financial and other information taken at 
either the undergraduate or graduate level. A minimum of 12 semester credit hours 
(or equivalent student engagement) in courses dealing with the development, 
measurement, analysis, validation, and communication of financial and other 
information must be at the graduate level. 

• Masters of Taxation programs offered by the accounting unit are included in the 
accreditation review for purposes of this standard. These programs may have 
significant credit hours (or equivalent student engagement) of specialized courses in 
taxation with limited credit hours (or student engagement) in other accounting 
courses. The burden of proof is on the school to justify the content and structure  of 
such programs If applicable, show how the learning objectives in accounting for the 
Masters in Accounting program differ from the learning objectives of the 
undergraduate and MBA (accounting concentration) programs. 

•  
Guidance for documentation: 

• State the learning objectives that meet this standard. 
• Show the learning objectives that meet these goals. 
• Show that the level of student participation is appropriate. 
• Explain how the program meets the hours of student participation. 

 
 
 
Doctoral Accounting Programs 
Standard 43: Doctoral accounting degree programs ensure that all graduates 
understand the development, measurement, analysis, validation, and communication 
of financial and other information. Consistent with the Business Standards, 
graduates of doctoral level accounting programs demonstrate the ability to create 
knowledge through original research in accounting. [ACCOUNTING DOCTORAL 
EDUCATIONAL GOALS – Related Business Standard: 21] 
Basis for judgment: 
 

• The faculty has defined learning objective and learning activities that meet this 
standard. 

• All graduates demonstrate the ability to do original research. 
 
Guidance for documentation: 

• State the learning objectives that meet this standard. 
• Show the learning activities that meet these learning objectives. 
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• Quantify the student participation required according to the local measurement 
system. 

 
Standard 44: All doctoral accounting programs ensure that all graduates understand 
the professional role of accountants in society providing and ensuring the integrity 
of financial and other information. [ACCOUNTING DOCTORAL EDUCATIONAL 
GOALS – Related Business Standard: 21] 
 
Basis for judgment: 

• All graduates understand accounting as currently practiced in the area(s) served by 
the school. 

Guidance for documentation: 
• Show the activities that assist the students in accomplishing this objective. 

 
Standard 45: When an academic unit’s mission indicates that it aspires to have its 
doctoral accounting graduates take positions with employers that are expecting 
them to teach in academic programs, graduates are prepared to assume teaching 
responsibilities. [ACCOUNTING DOCTORAL EDUCATIONAL GOALS – Related 
Business Standard: 21] 
 
Basis for judgment: 

• All requirements for entry are included in the learning objectives. 
• Program graduates show a history of successful entry into teaching roles in 

accounting programs. 
• Because different accounting programs have different expectations for teaching, 

institutions may select one or more sets of expectations to meet. Where an 
institution offers choices of different kinds of preparation for teaching, selections 
must be clear to students, employers, and other interested parties. 

 
Guidance for documentation: 

• Specify the entry requirements for assuming teaching responsibilities. 
• Show the learning objectives that meet the entry requirements. 
• Show that graduates meet all these learning objectives. 
• Show that graduates are successful in assuming teaching responsibilities. 

 

Table 1: Examples of Learning Goals and Corresponding Objectives 

Learning Goal: Our graduates will understand the importance of behaving ethically in their 
professional lives (i.e., have an ethical perspective). 

Corresponding Objectives: 

• Our students will know the professional code of conduct within their discipline. 
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• Our students will identify the activities/issues in their chosen profession that may 
present ethical challenges, and will articulate the consequences associated with 
unethical behavior. 

• Our students will identify an ethical dilemma in a scenario case and apply an ethics 
model or framework to propose and defend a resolution. 

 

Learning Goal: Our graduates will demonstrate problem solving skills, supported by 
appropriate analytical and quantitative techniques. 

Corresponding Objective: 

• In a case setting, students will use appropriate analytical techniques to identify a 
business problem, generate and compare alternatives, and develop a solution. 

• In a case setting, students will recognize and analyze ethical problems, choose, and 
defend a solution. 

Learning Goal: Our graduates will be effective communicators. 

Corresponding Objectives: 

• Our students will produce professional quality business documents. 
• Our students will deliver a professional quality presentation accompanied by 

appropriate technology. 
• Our students will demonstrate effective interpersonal communication skills in a team 

setting. 
Learning Goal: Our graduates will have a global perspective. 

Corresponding Objectives: 

• Our students will define key components of countries’ business environments and 
give examples of how environmental components differ across countries. 

• Our students will evaluate the foreign market potential for a product and develop 
and entry strategy. 

• Our students will adapt a domestic marketing (or human resource) strategy for a 
foreign operational setting. 

• Our students will diagnose cross-cultural communication issues in a case setting 
and propose appropriate solutions. 

Note: Multiple objectives are not required for each learning goal, but multiple learning 
objectives could be observed in support of a particular learning goal. 
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