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EXTRACT from IEP 3, Assessment Methods 

Preface 
International Education Papers for Professional Accountants 
International Education Papers for Professional Accountants promote discussion or debate on 
education issues affecting the accountancy profession, present findings or describe situations of 
interest relating to education issues affecting the accountancy profession. 
 
Purpose and Scope of this Paper 
IES 6, Assessment of Professional Capabilities and Competence, prescribes the requirements for 
a final assessment of a candidate’s professional capabilities and competence before qualification. 
IES 6 addresses, in particular, the assessment of the professional capabilities acquired through 
professional education programs. 

In addition to their capabilities (i.e., the attributes held by individuals to enable them to perform 
their roles competently) newly qualified accountants also need to be able to demonstrate the 
competence to use those capabilities appropriately. These competences are likely to be more 
easily acquired through practical experience as dealt with in IES 5, Practical Experience 
Requirements; acquisition of these competences can be assessed in the workplace or through 
workplace simulation. 

The purpose of this paper is to assist IFAC member bodies to discharge effectively their 
responsibilities to ensure that suitable assessment procedures are in place and that candidates 
admitted to membership are appropriately qualified. 

This paper considers the key concepts in assessment, provides a summarized evaluation of 
relevant assessment methods and then considers, in a non-prescriptive fashion, the assessment 
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methods that are best suited to test different capabilities and competences, both knowledge-based 
and practically focused. 

Introduction 
In the course of producing the International Education Standards that were issued in October 
2003, it became evident to the IFAC Education Committee that there were a number of important 
areas where further assistance to member bodies would be helpful in the implementation of 
Standards. Assessment of capabilities and competences was identified as an area in which early 
assistance would be very beneficial. 

As part of the work of the Education Committee to assist in the preparation of this paper, the 
Committee commissioned a research project from The Robert Gordon University, Aberdeen, 
Scotland. This research report was entitled “Assessment Methods Report” and was produced by 
the University’s Centre for Enhancement of Learning and Teaching in conjunction with the 
Department of Accountancy and Finance (Professors David Lines and Elizabeth Gammie). The 
full research report is available on the IFAC Education Committee Web site. 

This paper is based entirely on the research report prepared by Professor Lines 
and Professor Gammie. In particular, comments on issues such as validity and 
reliability and the assessments of inherent validity and reliability are drawn 
directly from that report, as are the tables matching assessment methods to 
capabilities and competences. 
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Key Concepts in Assessment 
Assessment has three purposes. It is designed to support and enhance learning, it provides 
certification for advancement, and it can be a form of accountability (quality assurance) for 
stakeholders.  

Either formative or summative assessment methods are used to support these purposes. 
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 the learning process, usually at the 
end of a course of study. 

Another technical term of relevance to this work is high-stakes assessment. High-stakes 
assessment is where the result of a summative assessment has the potential to alter the course of 
a candidate’s life in some way: the greater the impact, the higher the stakes. Final qualification 
examinations in accounting are good examples of ‘high stakes, summative assessments.’ 

Validity and reliability 
In evaluating assessment methods, it is important to consider both validity and reliability. In 
simple, perhaps simplistic terms, an assessment task is said to be valid when it tests that which it 
sets out to test, while a test will be reliable if the result is exactly the same across all occasions, 
tasks, observations and settings. Some commentators have gone so far as to say that reliability is 
the first test of validity. A fuller discussion of the concepts of validity and reliability is contained 
within the Lines and Gammie report. 

There can be an element of trade-off between validity and reliability. For instance, multiple-
choice tests, especially those marked by computer, have almost 100% reliability. However they 
may not be valid as they cannot test certain intellectual domains and are not necessarily good 
predictors of future performance. In contrast, essay questions, which may test higher order skills 
can be unreliable – two examiners can, for quite legitimate reasons, arrive at quite different 
scores on exactly the same work. 

A partial answer to the reliability/validity trade-off is to have an array of tests. However, more 
examinations mean more stress on candidates; they divert time and energy away from the core 
business and may even, as is the case in some countries, create their own ‘mini-industry’ within 
the accountancy profession. Furthermore, having large numbers of tests begins to raise issues of 
strategy. In other words, for what reasons, precisely, do the examinations exist? 

Such confusion over strategy suggests that the examinations may lack transparency, the term 
used to describe the extent to which all the participants in the process know the purpose of the 
examinations and the processes involved in achieving the final grade or marks. 

An alternative way of dealing with the same reliability/validity trade off within any system of 
testing may be to ensure that there are adequate compensatory controls in place within such 
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systems. Such compensatory controls minimize the risks from inherently low validity and/or 
reliability. 

Assessment types 
An assessment system, derived from the assessment strategy, will often consist of a selection of 
types of assessment. However, that selection is not commonly made as a result of careful 
matching with learning outcomes. More often, it results from historical developments, personal 
preferences or bias, financial or other resource constraints. Where the selected assessment types 
do match desired or predetermined learning outcomes, one might consider that the assessment 
system meets its strategic requirements. 

The criteria against which to judge assessment types are essentially the concepts of validity and 
reliability and, most importantly, the inherent trade-offs between these two. 

Terminal and continuous assessment 
Terminal assessment is, as its name suggests, carried out at the end of a course, by taking an 
examination, undergoing a practical or situational assessment of some sort, or submitting a major 
item or a collection of works (e.g., a dissertation, thesis or portfolio). 

In contrast, continuous assessment is carried out on an ongoing basis while students are actually 
working through a course. Continuous assessment can take a range of forms, including periodic 
tests, essays and other types of assignments, ongoing assessment of practical work, or situational 
assessment. 

External, tutor, peer and self-assessment 
It is also possible to classify assessment in terms of who is responsible for carrying it out. Here, 
four basic modes are possible – external assessment, tutor assessment, peer assessment and self-
assessment. 

External assessment is undertaken by an external organization of some sort. Whether it be a 
national or regional examination board, an award-giving agency, a testing service, or a 
professional body, it is responsible both for setting the assessment and determining the outcome. 

In the case of tutor assessment, the teaching staff of the host institution is responsible for setting 
and administering the assessment, and also for determining the outcome. 

Peer assessment is the assessment of learners by other learners, and it is a mode increasingly 
used in more progressive institutions. It is particularly useful in the assessment of projects and 
other forms of group work, where it enables the contributions of individual members to be 
assessed – something that is extremely difficult to do by tutor assessment alone. 

The assessment of learners by themselves is called ‘self-assessment.’ Its usage is increasing as 
students are given more responsibility for their own learning. 
 
Closed-book and open-book assessment 
A further basic distinction can be drawn between closed-book and open-book assessment. 
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Closed-book assessment is the traditional mode of assessment. Students are not allowed to take 
notes, books or other reference material into the examination room, relying entirely on their 
memory to answer questions. This method is increasingly recognized as an artificial situation 
that bears little resemblance to the type of challenges students are likely to face in the work 
situation, where they will have access to any reference materials that they need. For this reason, 
increasing use is now being made of open-book assessment. 

In open-book assessment candidates are allowed to refer to any material they wish to consult 
while answering questions. The object is to see how the students can use the information at their 
disposal to solve problems, carry out tasks, etc. with the memory factor being largely eliminated. 

Some assessments are designed for open-book preparation and closed-book writing. Examples 
include questions or case studies issued in advance of the prescribed assessment. 
 
Written, oral and situational assessment 
Yet another basic distinction is that between written assessment, oral assessment and situational 
assessment. Written assessment, as its name suggests, involves producing written material of 
some sort – e.g., an examination answer paper, an essay or other written/word processed 
assignment, or a major piece of work, such as a dissertation or thesis. Traditionally, written 
assessment has been, by far, the most important of the three modes under this heading. 

Oral assessment involves the candidate being questioned by a tutor or examiner, or being 
assessed on an oral presentation of some sort. Assessment may be by a panel of experts, 
including representatives of different backgrounds. Oral examinations have a strong tradition in 
some cultures and continue to have a wide use at the doctoral level. They are also widely used in 
assessment in competence-based courses. 

Situational assessment involves assessing the ability of a learner to cope with a real-life or 
simulated situation of some sort. It is used, particularly in the assessment of competence-based 
courses, where more traditional assessment methods are often of limited value. The most 
common form of situational assessment is that done in the workplace. 
 
Manual and computer assessment 
Manual assessment does not make use of the computer for its administration or marking, 
although it may involve the use of computers (e.g., when students’ keyboard or programming 
skills are being tested).  

The use of computer assessment is rapidly increasing. The software needed for such assessment 
has been generally available for some time now. User-friendly authoring systems and templates 
that enable question setters to produce their own custom-designed computer assessment systems 
are also becoming widely available. 
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Conclusion 
Those who are responsible for establishing assessment systems have a wide choice of types from 
which to choose. Deciding which is appropriate will depend on many factors, including cost and 
the level of expertise available. The ultimate decision, however, should depend on fairness to the 
candidate, so issues of validity and reliability must prevail. 

The next section will evaluate different methods of assessment. From the analysis, test 
developers will be able to make more informed decisions as to which is most appropriate for 
their situations and candidates. 
 

Matching Assessment Methods to Capabilities and Compentences 

Introduction 
This section maps the different assessment instruments, identified in the previous section, against 
the capabilities specified in IES 3, Professional Skills and IES 4, Professional Values Ethics and 
Attitudes. In the tables that follow, the words ‘strengths’ and ‘weaknesses’ have been used to 
denote the effectiveness of the process to assess the particular skill. A degree of subjectivity is 
inevitable, but the evaluations result from a literature review both within and outside the 
accountancy profession. A commentary has been included after each table to explain the 
rationale behind the judgements, where justified. 
 
Non work-based assessments 
Table 1 maps assessment instruments that are generally non work-based against the IFAC 
capabilities and competences. These instruments are: 

(a) Annotated bibliographies 

(b) Cases, open problems, in-tray exercises 

(c) Computer assisted assessment 

(d) Short answer questions 

(e) Extended answer questions 

(f) Extended computational questions 

(g) Oral assessments and presentations 
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Table 1 - Mapping of non work-based assessment instruments to capabilities and competences 
  

Intellectual 
capabilities 

Technical & 
functional 
capabilities 

Personal 
capabilities 

Interpersonal & 
communication 

capabilities 

Organizational 
& business 

management 
capabilities 

Professional  
values & ethics 

Annotated 
Bibliographies  
Overall validity rating: 
medium/high 
Overall reliability 
rating: low 

Strengths  Location and 
enquiry.  

Literacy.  Self management, 
prioritise. resources  

Written 
communication, 
effective reading.  

Global outlook, 
political awareness, 
dependent on topic.  

- 

 Weaknesses Unstructured 
problems. 

Numeracy, IT 
proficiency, risk 
analysis and 
measurement.  

Ability to change.  Team working.  All other identified 
capabilities.  

Unlikely to address.  

Cases, Open Problems  
In-Tray exercises 
Overall validity rating: 
medium/high 
Overall reliability 
rating: low  

Strengths All identified 
capabilities  

All identified 
capabilities  

Select and assign 
priorities  

Present, discuss and 
report. 
Listen and read 
effectively. 

Planning, 
organisation, 
political awareness, 
global outlook 

Possible, but no 
guarantees that 
actions will reflect 
recognition of 
issues. 

 Weaknesses 

 

- - Self management, 
initiative, influence 
and self learning. 
Adaptability to 
change. 

Working with 
others. 
Negotiation. 

Delegation and 
motivation, 
Leadership.  
Ability to work in 
teams. 

 

Computer Assisted 
Assessment (including 
multiple choice) 
Overall validity rating: 
low 
Overall reliability 
rating: high 

Strengths - Numeracy 
IT proficiency 

Self learning when 
used formatively 

- - - 
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Table 1 - Mapping of non work-based assessment instruments to capabilities and competences (Continued) 
  

Intellectual 
capabilities 

Technical & 
functional 
capabilities 

Personal 
capabilities 

Interpersonal & 
communication 

capabilities 

Organizational 
& business 

management 
capabilities 

Professional  
values & ethics 

 Weaknesses   Weak on all aspects.  Literacy. 
Risk analysis and 
measurement. 

Fails to address any 
of the identified 
capabilities. 

Fails to address any 
of the identified 
capabilities. 

Fails to address any 
of the identified 
capabilities. 

Fails to address any 
of the identified 
capabilities. 

Short Answer Questions  
Overall validity rating: 
medium 
Overall reliability 
rating: low/medium 

Strengths - Numeracy. - - Possibility for 
global and business 
outlook 

- 

 Weaknesses  Limited on all 
capabilities. 

Limited on other 
capabilities. 

Fails to address any 
of the identified 
capabilities  

Fails to address any 
of the identified 
capabilities. 

Weak in other areas. Fails to address any 
of the identified 
capabilities. 

Extended Answer 
Questions (essays) 
Overall validity rating: 
medium/high 
Overall reliability 
rating: low 
 

Strengths All identified 
capabilities. 

Literacy. 
Risk analysis and 
measurement. 

- Written 
communications. 

Possibility for 
global and business 
outlook. 

Possible but no 
guarantees actions 
will reflect 
recognition of 
issues. 

 Weaknesses - Numeracy and IT 
proficiency. 

Fails to address any 
of the identified 
capabilities. 

Fails to address any 
of the identified 
capabilities. 

Fails to address any 
of the identified 
capabilities. 

Fails to address any 
of the identified 
capabilities. 

Extended 
Computational 
Questions 
Overall validity rating: 
medium 
Overall reliability 
rating: high/medium 

Strengths All identified 
capabilities. 

Numeracy, risk 
analysis and 
measurement. 

Fails to address any 
of the identified 
capabilities. 

Fails to address any 
of the identified 
capabilities. 

Fails to address any 
of the identified 
capabilities. 

Fails to address any 
of the identified 
capabilities. 

 Weaknesses  - Literacy and IT 
proficiency. 

Fails to address any 
of the identified 
capabilities. 

Fails to address any 
of the identified 
capabilities. 

Fails to address any 
of the identified 
capabilities. 

Fails to address any 
of the identified 
capabilities. 
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Table 1 - Mapping of non work-based assessment instruments to capabilities and competences (Continued) 

  
Intellectual 
capabilities 

Technical & 
functional 
capabilities 

Personal 
capabilities 

Interpersonal & 
communication 

capabilities 

Organizational 
& business 

management 
capabilities 

Professional  
values & ethics 

Orals and Presentations 
(non work- based) 
Overall validity rating: 
high 
Overall reliability 
rating: low/medium 

Strengths All identified 
capabilities. 

All identified 
capabilities with the 
exception of below. 

All identified 
capabilities. 

All identified 
capabilities with 
exception of below. 

- Possible but not 
guarantee actions 
will reflect 
recognition of 
issues. 

 Weaknesses  - - Ability to work with 
others 

- - 

Table: Assessment Methods Report (Lines and Gammie 2004) 
 


