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Abstract

Curriculum alignment between university accounting programs and professional bodies has
become a strategic priority as employers demand job-ready graduates who can demonstrate
technical competence, professional skills, ethical judgment, and emerging capabilities (e.g.,
data, technology, sustainability). This paper examines alignment across three influential
reference points: (1) the International Federation of Accountants (IFAC) International
Education Standards (IES), which specify learning outcomes for initial professional
development and are used globally as a benchmark for the profession, including standards for
technical competence and professional values/ethics; (2) the Association of Chartered Certified
Accountants (ACCA) Qualification, including its Ethics and Professional Skills Module (EPSM)
and professional-level assessments; and (3) CPA frameworks and examinations, illustrated
through the CPA Competency Map (Canada) and CPA Evolution’s Core + Discipline licensure
model (US). IFACs IES articulate principles and learning outcomes that professional
accountancy organizations can interpret for national contexts, while ACCA and CPA systems
operationalize competencies through modular syllabi, professional skills training, and
assessment blueprints. This study proposes a competency-based alignment model and an
actionable curriculum mapping method that universities can use to (a) audit course-level
learning outcomes, (b) reduce duplication and coverage gaps, (c) strengthen authentic
assessment, and (d) assure stakeholders of graduate readiness. Practical guidance is provided
for course design, assessment redesign, governance, and continuous improvement, alongside
an illustrative alignment map and implementation roadmap

Key Words: curriculum alignment, accounting education, IFAC IES, ACCA EPSM, CPA
competency map, CPA Evolution, learning outcomes, constructive alignment, competency-
based education

Introduction

Accounting education sits at the intersection of higher education, professional regulation, and
labor-market expectations. Universities are expected to deliver conceptual foundations (e.g.,
financial reporting, audit, management accounting), while professional bodies require
competency demonstration through structured learning outcomes, ethics requirements,
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practical experience, and examinations. Misalignment between academic curricula and
professional expectations can lead to graduate skills gaps, increased time-to-qualification,
employer dissatisfaction, and reduced student confidence.

A central global benchmark is the IFAC International Education Standards (IES), which set
principles for professional accounting education programs and specify learning outcomes
across competence areas (e.g., I[ES 2 technical competence; IES 4 professional values, ethics,
and attitudes). IFAC emphasizes that learning outcomes are designed for principles-based
interpretation by member organizations, enabling national and institutional contextualization
while maintaining comparability. (IFAC)

At the same time, professional qualifications such as ACCA and CPA have shifted toward
explicit professional skills, ethics integration, digital competencies, and authentic assessment.
ACCA’s EPSM uses simulations to build employability and workplace skills and is positioned as
an essential part of the qualification. (ACCA Global) In the US, CPA Evolution introduced a
Core + Discipline model (Core sections plus a chosen discipline) to reflect changing practice
demands, including technology-related skills. (AICPA & CIMA) In Canada, the CPA
Competency Map structures enabling and technical competencies and is widely used to guide
practical experience and competency development. (cpacanada.ca)

Purpose of this paper:

This paper develops a practical, research-informed framework for aligning university
accounting curricula with IFAC IES, ACCA, and CPA expectations. It contributes (a) a
structured mapping model; (b) a set of alignment dimensions and indicators; and (c)
implementation guidance for curriculum leaders and quality assurance committees.

Research questions (RQs):

RQ1: What are the shared competency domains and distinct emphases across IFAC IES, ACCA,
and CPA frameworks?

RQ2: How can universities implement an evidence-based curriculum alignment process
(outcomes, content, pedagogy, and assessment)?

RQ3: What governance and continuous improvement practices best sustain alignment as
professional standards evolve (e.g., sustainability reporting competence)? (IFAC)

2. Conceptual Background: Alignment in Professional Accounting Education

2.1 Constructive alignment and outcomes-based education

Constructive alignment argues that curricula should align (1) intended learning outcomes, (2)
teaching and learning activities, and (3) assessment tasks so that students learn what is
required and are assessed on what they are expected to achieve. In professional disciplines, this
alignment must additionally connect academic outcomes to external competency frameworks
and professional examinations.

In accounting, alignment is often complicated by:

coverage pressure (too many topics, too little depth),

inconsistency in assessment authenticity (e.g., memorization vs. judgment),

fragmented ethics integration (treated as a standalone topic rather than embedded practice),
and

rapidly changing practice (data analytics, sustainability reporting, assurance over non-financial
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information).

2.2 Professional body frameworks as “external curriculum”

Professional bodies increasingly define competence using learning outcomes and proficiency
levels. IFAC IES represent a global reference point; ACCA and CPA systems translate
competency expectations into structured syllabi, modules, experience requirements, and
examinations.

IFAC’s IES describe how professional accountancy organizations should design education and
emphasize periodic review and updating of programs against expected learning outcomes (e.g.,
ethics and professional values). (education.ifac.org) IFAC also announced planned revisions to
bring greater focus to sustainability reporting and assurance competence—an example of why
alignment must be dynamic rather than one-time. (IFAC)

3. Professional Reference Points: IFAC IES, ACCA, and CPA

3.1 IFAC International Education Standards (IES)

IFAC’s IES set out learning outcomes for initial professional development, acting as a
benchmark for professional accountancy organizations designing national pathways and
education programs. (IFAC)

IES 2 (Technical Competence) provides learning outcomes in areas such as financial
accounting and reporting, management accounting, auditing and assurance, finance, taxation,
governance, risk management, business law, and information technology. IFAC notes learning
outcomes are written for principles-based interpretation (supporting contextualization while

maintaining rigor). (education.ifac.org)

IES 4 (Professional Values, Ethics, and Attitudes) emphasizes ethical and professional
values and requires regular review of professional accounting education programs to ensure
learning outcomes remain current. (education.ifac.org)

3.2 ACCA Qualification: Professional skills and ethics integration

ACCA’s qualification structure includes an explicit ethics and professional skills component.
The Ethics and Professional Skills Module (EPSM) uses realistic business simulations to
develop professional skills like leadership, communication, and commercial awareness, and is
described as essential to the qualification. (ACCA Global)

ACCA’s strategic-level assessments also integrate ethical and professional skills. For example,
the Strategic Business Leader (SBL) syllabus emphasizes that the examination draws upon
ethical and professional skills acquired in EPSM. (ACCA Global)

3.3 CPA frameworks: Competency maps and evolving examinations

In Canada, the CPA Competency Map outlines enabling and technical competencies and
provides structured guidance for capability development. (cpacanada.ca) In the US, CPA
Evolution shifted licensure to a Core + Discipline model (three Core exam sections plus one
Discipline), reflecting expanded practice demands and stronger technology integration.
(AICPA & CIMA)

https://unicredit-capitalia.eu/ 24


https://education.ifac.org/part/ies-4?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.ifac.org/news-events/2023-12/ifac-announces-plan-revise-international-education-standards-sustainability-reporting-and-assurance?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.ifac.org/education?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://education.ifac.org/part/ies-2?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://education.ifac.org/part/ies-4?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.accaglobal.com/in/en/student/ethics/ethics-and-professional-skills.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.accaglobal.com/content/dam/acca/global/PDF-students/acca/SBL/SBL%20S24-J25%20syllabus%20and%20study%20guide%20-%20final.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.cpacanada.ca/become-a-cpa/why-become-a-cpa/the-cpa-certification-program/the-cpa-competency-map?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.aicpa-cima.com/professional-insights/article/navigating-cpa-evolutions-new-model-for-the-cpa-exam?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://unicredit-capitalia.eu/

J Euro Eco His.
ISSN : 0391-5115
Volume 1, Isue 1 ( 2020)

_ )
vt JOURNAL or EUROPEAN ‘ A
EcoNomiC HISTORY [7 N *

4. Literature Review: What We Know About Alignment Challenges and Good Practice
Prior research in accounting education identifies repeated alignment gaps: (a) limited
integration of professional skills into technical courses; (b) uneven ethics coverage; (c)
insufficient authentic assessment (cases, simulations, judgment tasks); (d) “coverage overload”
that reduces higher-order learning; and (e) weak feedback loops between universities,
employers, and professional bodies.

Best-practice themes include:

competency-based curriculum mapping,

scaffolded skill development (communication, judgment, data literacy) across years,
assessment redesign toward cases and integrated problems,

work-integrated learning and reflective practice, and

formal governance mechanisms (curriculum committees, advisory boards, annual mapping
reviews).

Gap addressed by this paper: Many institutions attempt alignment informally (topic
matching), but lack an end-to-end method linking external competency outcomes to course
outcomes, teaching activities, and assessment evidence. This paper proposes a structured
mapping approach designed for accreditation and continuous improvement.

5. Methodology: A Competency-Based Curriculum Mapping Approach

This paper uses a design-science / practice-research approach: we synthesize professional
standards and translate them into an implementable alignment tool.

5.1 Data sources

The alignment model draws upon:

IFAC IES overview and standards-specific learning outcome descriptions (e.g., IES 2 and IES 4).
(IFAC)

ACCA EPSM guidance and syllabus materials, plus professional-level syllabus linkages (e.g.,
SBL). (ACCA Global)

CPA Competency Map (Canada) enabling/technical structure and CPA Evolution model (US)
Core + Discipline structure. (cpacanada.ca)

5.2 Unit of analysis

The unit of analysis is the course within an accounting program, including:
Course Learning Outcomes (CLOs),

topic coverage and weekly plan,

teaching and learning activities,

assessments and rubrics, and

evidence of student attainment (samples, moderation reports).

5.3 Mapping logic

The mapping follows four steps:

Normalize professional competency statements into a shared “competency dictionary.”

Map CLOs to competency statements with proficiency levels (introductory — developing —
proficient).

Map assessments to CLOs and identify the evidence type (case, simulation, exam, project, oral
presentation).
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Identify gaps (not covered), overlaps (over-covered), and misalignments (covered but not
assessed authentically).

6. Proposed Framework: The “4-Layer Alignment Model”
We propose a 4-layer model that aligns academic and professional expectations from intent to
evidence.
Figure 1. Four-Layer Curriculum Alignment Model (conceptual)
Layer 1: External Standards (IFAC IES / ACCA / CPA)

| translate into
Layer 2: Program Outcomes (graduate attributes + competencies)

| operationalize into
Layer 3: Course Design (CLOs + learning activities + resources)

| verify through
Layer 4: Assessment Evidence (tasks + rubrics + performance data)
Interpretation: Alignment is strongest when each external competency is explicitly
represented in program outcomes, embedded in course-level outcomes and learning activities,
and verified by assessment evidence (not merely “taught”).
Image 1 (recommended insertion in a formatted paper)
A simple “Competency Wheel” visual can be inserted showing domains: Technical
competence, Ethics & professionalism, Professional skills, Digital/technology,
Sustainability & reporting, and Communication. This is useful as an at-a-glance overview
for stakeholders (students, employers, accreditation panels). (In a Word/PDF manuscript, this
can be created as a vector graphic or SmartArt.)

7. Alignment Dimensions and an Illustrative Mapping Template

To make alignment measurable, we recommend auditing across six dimensions.

7.1 Dimension A: Technical competence coverage

IFAC IES 2 emphasizes technical competence learning outcomes and supports principles-based
interpretation, which allows universities to cover regional standards (e.g., IFRS adoption
differences) while targeting comparable competence. (education.ifac.org)

Audit question: Are core technical domains covered with increasing complexity across years?

7.2 Dimension B: Ethics and professional values (embedded, not isolated)

IFAC IES 4 expects learning outcomes for professional values, ethics, and attitudes and calls for
regular review and updating. (education.ifac.org)

ACCA operationalizes this through an explicit ethics and professional skills module, framed as
essential and using simulations to build workplace behaviors. (ACCA Global)

Audit question: Do multiple courses require ethical judgment in context (cases, dilemmas,
professional skepticism), not just a single “ethics chapter”?

7.3 Dimension C: Professional skills (communication, leadership, judgment)

ACCA’s EPSM explicitly targets workplace skills such as communication and leadership via
simulation learning. (ACCA Global)

CPA competency approaches (e.g., enabling competencies) similarly stress non-technical
capabilities alongside technical skills. (cpacanada.ca)
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Audit question: Are professional skills scaffolded with rubrics across multiple courses?

7.4 Dimension D: Assessment authenticity and integration

Professional exams increasingly use integrated cases and complex scenarios. ACCA’s strategic
assessments draw on ethical/professional skill development from EPSM. (ACCA Global)

Audit question: Are there enough case-based, integrated assessments that mirror professional
tasks (analysis, recommendation, justification)?

7.5 Dimension E: Technology and data competencies

CPA Evolution highlights a modern licensure model with Core sections and a Discipline choice,
reflecting expanded competency demands and technology-related capability. (AICPA & CIMA)
Audit question: Do students practice controls, data interpretation, systems, and tech-enabled
assurance in required courses?

7.6 Dimension F: Emerging sustainability reporting and assurance competence

IFAC has publicly announced plans to revise IES to bring greater focus to sustainability
reporting and assurance competence. (IFAC)

Audit question: Does the curriculum introduce sustainability reporting concepts, assurance
considerations, and ethical risks (greenwashing, stakeholder needs)?

8. Findings and Discussion: Common Gaps and How to Fix Them

This section synthesizes typical findings from applying the mapping approach, with practical
remedies.

8.1 Gap 1: “Topic coverage” without learning outcome alignment

Many programs list topics that resemble professional syllabi but do not translate them into
measurable outcomes or proficiency levels. IFAC’s approach emphasizes learning outcomes
and principles-based interpretation—meaning the outcome matters more than a fixed topic list.
(education.ifac.org)

Fix: Rewrite CLOs using measurable verbs (analyze, evaluate, design, justify) and assign
proficiency levels by year.

8.2 Gap 2: Ethics taught once, not practiced continuously

IFAC IES 4 expects outcomes in professional values and requires review of programs to ensure
outcomes are achieved. (education.ifac.org) ACCA makes ethics/professional skills a formal
module and links those skills to professional-level assessment performance. (ACCA Global)

Fix: Embed ethics across courses using “ethical checkpoints” in cases (e.g., independence
threats, confidentiality, professional skepticism, conflicts of interest).

8.3 Gap 3: Professional skills not assessed with evidence

Programs may claim to teach communication or leadership but fail to assess them
systematically. ACCA’s EPSM is explicit about developing these skills using business
simulations. (ACCA Global)

Fix: Use common rubrics across the program for writing, presenting, teamwork, and decision
justification; require at least one assessed oral defense and one professional memo.
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8.4 Gap 4: Weak integration of technology and controls

The profession is moving toward stronger technology integration (e.g., CPA Evolution
structure and discipline options). (AICPA & CIMA)

Fix: Introduce systems, data analytics, and controls in core courses (audit, AIS, managerial),
and require at least one project using real datasets or ERP/simulation tools.

8.5 Gap 5: Limited responsiveness to emerging sustainability demands

IFAC’s plan to revise IES for sustainability reporting and assurance illustrates that competency
expectations evolve. (IFAC)

Fix: Add sustainability reporting foundations (concepts, users, materiality, assurance
implications) in financial reporting and audit courses; integrate sustainability caselets into
capstones.

9. Practical Implementation Roadmap for Universities

9.1 Step-by-step alignment workflow

Build a competency dictionary: Extract and normalize competency statements from IFAC
IES, ACCA modules, and CPA maps/exam structures. (IFAC)

Map program outcomes to the dictionary (what graduates must be able to do).

Map courses to program outcomes (where skills are introduced, developed, mastered).

Map assessments to outcomes (how achievement is evidenced).

Close gaps: redesign courses or assessments; remove duplication; adjust sequencing.

Assure quality: moderation, rubric calibration, external advisory review, annual refresh.

9.2 Governance and continuous improvement

Given IFAC’s emphasis on program review and updates (and evolving expectations like
sustainability competence), alignment should be reviewed annually, not every five years.
(education.ifac.org)

Recommended governance structure:

Curriculum Alignment Committee (program lead, assessment lead, 2-3 faculty,
employer/professional advisor)

Annual mapping workshop

“Assessment evidence” repository (sample scripts, case solutions, rubric outcomes)

Student feedback loops (perceived relevance, workload, readiness)

10. Implications

10.1 Implications for educators

Educators should treat professional frameworks as outcome references—not as a checklist of
topics. Strong alignment means designing learning activities and assessments that
demonstrate competence (analysis, judgment, communication), consistent with how
professional bodies develop and assess capability. (ACCA Global)

10.2 Implications for students

Alignment improves transparency: students can see how each course contributes to
professional readiness and reduces the “hidden curriculum” of professional expectations
(ethics, skepticism, professional writing).
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10.3 Implications for employers and professional bodies

Employers benefit from graduates whose skills are evidenced, not assumed. Professional bodies
benefit when university programs produce candidates better prepared for professional
assessments and workplace performance.

11. Conclusion

Curriculum alignment between accounting education and professional bodies is no longer
optional; it is a quality assurance and employability imperative. IFAC’s IES provide an
internationally recognized learning-outcome benchmark with principles-based interpretability,
while ACCA and CPA pathways operationalize competencies through explicit
ethics/professional skills development, competency maps, and evolving examination models.
(education.ifac.org)

This paper proposed a 4-layer alignment model and a practical mapping method that links

external competency expectations to course outcomes and assessment evidence. Sustainable
alignment requires governance, authentic assessment design, and continuous updates—
especially as professional expectations expand into areas such as sustainability reporting and
assurance competence. (IFAC)
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