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Introduction 
5-1 The aim of this paper is to assist the CAG in its discussion on the revision of the 

International Education Standards (IESs).  At the October meeting of the IAESB a 
discussion took place on the possible review of international education standards.  
Some ideas were considered on possible areas where standards might be revised.  
Following this meeting Ronan O’Loughlin (IAESB Technical Advisor; Ireland) was 
asked to prepare this paper outlining the various issues raised and possible ways 
ahead. 
 

Background Information 
5.2 There is a current project underway to review the Framework for International 

Education Statements document.  This paper does not in anyway seek to pre-empt 
the outcome of this project.  Rather it seeks to stimulate discussion on how any 
redesign of standards might take place and to assist in some ‘free thinking’ in 
advance of any significant steps being taken.  It is likely that any revision of the 
education standards will have to be aligned with the outcome of the Framework 
project. 

 
Assessment of Current Standards 
5.3 The following is a summary of the Board’s view on the existing standards as 

discussed at the October meeting: 
 

IES 1:  Entry Requirements 
The Board considered that other standards probably needed more urgent attention 
(for example IESs 2, 3 and 5).  Feedback suggested that entry criteria are being 
reviewed in some developing countries as a result of this standard.   
 
IES 2:  Content of Professional Accounting Programs 
There was a concern that the current standard is imbalanced:  IT is covered in great 
detail and this is an area which is outdated quickly; other areas are dealt with on a 
very high level knowledge basis only.  The Board noted that the possible inclusion 
of competency maps to balance the input knowledge aspects might assist member 
bodies.  Any such work however is likely to be guided by recommendations from 
the Framework project. 
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IES 3:  Professional Skills 
The Board was concerned that the standard does not adequately deal with 
progression and measurement of professional skills and in particular what level of 
skills can be realistically expected at point of admission to the profession.  
Additional guidance in the form of a practice statement would be helpful. 
 
IES 4:  Professional Values, Ethics and Attitudes 
The recent work undertaken by the Board had largely met the requirements of 
member bodies.  However as with other standards the Board noted that there was 
issues over structure between what was in the standard and what was covered within 
the practice statement – a possible ‘clarity type’ project covering all standards is 
needed to address this. 
 
IES 5:  Practical Experience 
The Board noted that there is inconsistency in the cross-referencing between this 
standard and IES 6, as well as references to IEG 11 – which no longer exists.  The 
fact that some member bodies were not in compliance with this standard was 
acknowledged (principally those who based their education on a ‘university based 
education’).    The discussion acknowledged that this issue might be resolved by a 
greater focus on outputs (i.e. competence) though there may be difficulties in 
providing such evidence at the point of graduation (and some skills cannot be 
assessed in the exam hall).    It was noted that competence requires knowledge, 
skills and behaviour and that each of these elements needs to be considered in the 
standard.  Additionally with increasing prequalification specialisation (e.g. in 
assurance) may not be adequately recognised within the standard. 
 
IES 6:  Assessment of Professional Capabilities and Competence 
It was noted that there is no detailed guidance on this area other than an education 
paper.   
 
IES 7: Continuing Professional Development 
The IAESB agreed that any future pronouncements in this area should be deferred 
until the Information paper was completed. Guidance is needed for member bodies 
to address issues relating to access to CPD in remote areas, the capability to apply 
output measurement, the ability to monitor and enforce, and the ability to deliver 
cost effective systems that meet the expectations of regulators and provide benefits 
to members and employers. 

 
Discussion  
 
Issues 
5.4 Based on the issues debated above and the ongoing work of the Board any revision 

of our education standards will need to address the following issues: 
• Scope of IES:  The scope of the education standards reflects an inconsistency 

between input measures (such as knowledge) and output competency measures.  
The nature of the differing education approaches across the world raises 
additional challenges in any set of unified education standards.   
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• Target audience:  The target audience for education standards has changed as 
the term professional accountant has shifted from being a member of an IFAC 
member body where this was assumed to be a professional accountant to a 
situation where some member bodies recognise a possible tiered membership.  
The standards also reflect a conflict between member bodies that rely primarily 
on third level education providers/institutions as opposed to educating and 
assessing members themselves.  In the former case the ability of member bodies 
to influence the education programs may be limited.  The standards need to be 
flexible enough to allow for differing market needs in different jurisdictions. 

• Nature of IESs:  The nature of the standards will be affected by whether the 
standards are driven by public interest issues primarily rather than other 
educational stakeholders needs.  There are also likely to be varying emphasis of 
public interest where one is educating for assurance rather than industry alone 
for example. 

• The structure of standards/practice statements:  The development of guidance 
separate from the standards themselves has created an inconsistent framework 
both between the standards themselves and the standards and the underlying 
practice statements themselves.  The development of guidance alongside the 
standards themselves might have avoided some of these issues or alternatively 
the adoption of a clarity model (as in the work of the IAASB) could address this. 

• Post qualification specialisations:  So far the education standards have 
recognised auditing as one area of post qualification specialisation.  The Board 
has been somewhat unwilling to seek to define the educational requirements for 
other areas. 

• Language issues:  The absence of an agreed lexicon and the gradual evolution of 
a working language at the Board have resulted in standards that are not 
consistent in terms of language usage.  For example use of words such as 
‘should’, ‘may consider’, ‘must consider’ etc create challenges for the Board 
and that is in a situation before any translation takes place! 

• Application: the lack of strict benchmarks:  The high level nature of standards 
can lead to difficulty in application and interpretation and ultimately to ensure 
that there is consistent application in all member bodies.  Additional 
benchmarks, it is argued could address this.   

• Input and output measures:  Some of the current standards are based on input 
requirements others (particularly the latter ones) are more output based.   It 
could be argued that output measures alone should suffice.   In reality a better 
way to address this might be to argue that input measures support the 
development of output and compliment rather than replace them.  In a similar 
way it can be argued that some input measures of CPD support the achievement 
of competency but do not on their own guarantee it.  In the Board’s recent 
deliberation on this area there was some recognition of the benefits in having 
both aspects. 

• Globalisation:  The increasingly globalised environment within which business 
and the profession operates creates a background where there is a need for a 
gradual convergence of standards and approaches.  This is not to say all should 
be pushed to conform to one way of doing things but there is a need to raise 
standards in some areas and to understand and justify equivalent approaches 
where these exist and to consider bridging processes where needed. 
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Approaches 
5.5 In thinking about how education standards might be revised a number of possible 

structures and approaches are possible. The varying approaches reflect the issues 
above and range from accepting the status quo, piecemeal adjustments to a more 
radical review.  These will be outlined in turn followed by some questions for 
further discussion: 
 
• Accept the current standards:  Such a perspective is based on the premise that 

the overall standards are fine in broad principle.  Nonetheless a ‘red pen’ 
review is needed to identify and correct relatively simple inconsistencies in 
language and cross referencing.  Additional guidance might also be developed 
on a piecemeal basis say for areas such as assessment where no practice 
statement exists. 

 
• Principles or rules based standards:  A common area of debate at the Board 

has been the need to define the standards more tightly in order to enable a 
stricter and more consistent application of the standards.  Such a view 
presupposes that greater detail or rules would enable greater consistency in 
application and understanding.  Another view might be to argue that the 
significant variety of practices across the globe would make the development 
of a rules approach unworkable and that education standards should remain 
‘principles based’ or high level leaving the interpretation of application to the 
member bodies with the ability to defend how they have achieved the same 
result by an alternative method.   

 
• Rewrite the standards using a ‘clarity model’ approach:   Members will be 

familiar with the major rewriting of the auditing standards that is taking place 
as part of the clarity project.  A similar revision of the education standards 
would involve the restructuring of how the standards and guidance is written 
(probably structured in a more consistent whole (merging standards and 
practice statements) and ensuring a consistent lexicon.  The amount of work 
involved in such an approach should not be underestimated.  Such a decision 
may flow from the Framework project. 

 
• Competency map guidance:  At the heart of education standards is the desire 

to develop and assess competency.  Increasingly member bodies are adopting 
a competency based approach and there is merit in considering whether further 
guidance in this area might assist member bodies.  Specifically what is 
envisaged here is the development of guidance on how competency maps 
might be developed and to provide worked examples of how this might 
address particular needs in specific situations.  For example the map might 

Action requested: 
1) Are the identified issues sufficiently comprehensive or are there any 

significant other areas that should be added in? 
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address some common areas e.g. ethical issues as well as functional areas such 
as assurance where there might be guidance for specific areas relevant to say 
an auditor.  Such guidance would be pitched at the pre-qualification level most 
likely but could include illustrative examples for a broad base.  In essence the 
final decision of what is appropriate would be left with member bodies but a 
common core of competencies might be possible.  Such a development could 
address some of the identified deficiencies in IES 2 and IES 6. 

 
• Silo approach to standards:  This view argues that the creation of a globalised 

set of education standards that spans the variety of education systems in the 
world, the variety of members (practice, industry, public sector to name but a 
few) is unworkable.  Rather education standards should be developed on a silo 
or sectoral basis.  For example one might have a set of education standards for 
auditors, one for those working in industry and so on.  Whilst such an 
approach has the advantage of appearing to break the complex problem into 
manageable ‘bite-sizes’ it risks greater fragmentation of the profession and 
inconsistent application.  This is the type of matter which the Framework 
project will address. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Next Steps 
5.6 The following are possible next steps: 
 

1. Undertake a ‘red pen’ review to capture all issues, inconsistencies which need 
correcting. 

2. Undertake a mini project to review all existing definitions used in our 
documents and agree any required lexicon.  It should be possible to learn from 
the experience of IFAC’s IAASB here. 

3. Consider how a ‘clarity style’ project might be progressed – perhaps taking an 
existing standard and practice statement and to scope out the nature and scale 
of the work involved through developing a possible prototype document. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Action requested: 
3) Do the identified issues and approaches reasonably summarise the 

alternative approaches that might be adopted by the Board?   
4) Are there any additional options or alternatives?   

Action requested: 
5) Are there any other areas which CAG members may wish to 

consider? 
 


