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We do believe that today’s students
are better in several ways than they
were in past years. For example, they
are certainly more technologically
savvy. Not only are they totally com-
fortable with computers, the Internet,
and smartphones, they are also profi-
cient with spreadsheets, databases,
word processing programs, and
accounting software packages. They
are also much more aware of the
importance of developing networking
skills, of having a more extroverted
personality, and of being more social-
ly focused than accounting students
from previous generations.

The authors believe the real problem
facing the profession today is the pos-
sible lack of high-quality accounting
majors to meet the future needs of the
profession. We do not contend that the
current generation of students lacks the
intellectual ability to learn and be trained
with the technical skills necessary to
complete their accounting education and
compete successfully in the profession-
al workplace. We do contend, howev-
er, that the current generation often lacks
the personal drive, commitment, focus,
and work ethic that their predecessors
had. Our concern is with the overall

quality of the pool of students that the
accounting profession will have to
choose from in the future. 

Obstacles to Finding Top Talent
The AICPA conducted a “Top

Talent Study” in 2006 in order to deter-
mine how to best recruit and retain stu-
dent talent in the profession. The dis-
cussion that follows will analyze some
of the barriers to achieving that goal—
problems that the authors feel are caus-
ing the current generation of students
to fall short of those past. The opinions
expressed are based on existing
research in the field, qualitative inter-
views with a representative sample of
15 accountants in many of the most
prestigious academic accounting pro-
grams in the United States, and the
authors’ personal observations over
an extended period of time. We have
identified what we and a concerned
cadre of other accounting professors
around the country believe are signif-
icant forces that have led to a change
in the talent pool entering the profes-
sion. We realize that some of the points
we make may be controversial, but 
if that leads to open and honest dis-
cussion, then that may lead to ideas on
how academia and the profession 
can better adapt to the changing 
demographics.

There are three primary factors that
lead to our pessimistic assessment of
the new crop of accounting students.
The first and perhaps most pervasive
factor concerns environmental and
societal issues. The second factor is our
belief that the profession has had a con-
tributing role, albeit unintentionally.
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The last factor relates to the increasing
pressures within institutions of learning to
acquiesce to the needs of this changing
generation and for university administra-
tors to shift from preparing students for
careers to generating more graduates and
increasing research productivity. 

We also present some ideas on how to
improve the situation. Some professors feel
that we should adapt the education process
to the less qualified and less driven stu-
dents of today. Others believe that we
should reject anyone with suboptimal moti-
vation and substandard skills and accept a
reduction in the population of qualified
graduates. Our ideas lean more toward
the “tough love” approach. But whatever
the solutions may be, the academic com-
munity and the profession would be best
served by addressing this problem in con-
cert and in earnest.

Environmental and Societal Factors
Twenty years ago, most students knew

how to study and what it took to learn.
Most of them would read the assignments
and prepare their homework before attend-
ing a class lecture. They understood that
class meeting time was reserved for the
professor to explain the most difficult mate-
rials while facilitating thought-provoking
discussions and answering questions the
students could not resolve on their own.
Students were much more likely to come
to class prepared and would take great
pride and personal responsibility for their
in-class performance. 

Henry Bauer, a professor of chemistry
and science, wrote about this issue in “The
New Generations: Students Who Don’t
Study,” a report based on existing litera-
ture and his own teaching experiences.
He concluded the following:
■ An increasing number of college stu-
dents do not take their studying seriously.
■ Students expect grades without work-
ing for them, increasingly having a
“Gimme!” attitude.
■ With rare exceptions, educational
administrators have not acknowledged
these circumstances.

He concludes, “The failings that I draw
attention to, which reflect the characteris-
tics of a large and increasing proportion

of students, are surely not a simple fault of
these students. We are facing a new cul-
tural phenomenon” (www.bus.lsu.edu/
accounting/faculty/lcrumbley/study.htm). In
essence, today’s generation is quite differ-
ent from those of the past.

The new generations. The Human
Capital Center of the AICPA has designed
a variety of resources for CPA firms in
recruiting, staffing, and retaining the best
candidates for the expanding accounting
profession as part of its Toolbox series.
One item in the series, “Generational
Issues,” looks at four generations of
workers whose cultural and belief sys-
tems interact and often conflict within the
workplace. It then relates these four gen-
erations to Abraham Maslow’s “hierarchy
of needs” (see www.aicpa.org/Interest
Areas/PrivateCompaniesPracticeSection/
Resources/HumanCapitalCenter/Download
ableDocuments/2254A378_PCPS_HC_
Generational.pdf). 

The vast majority of students in and
entering colleges and universities today
come from the last two generations—the
Generation Xers and the Millennials.
“Generational Issues” claims that today’s
students have already reached Maslow’s
highest levels on the hierarchy of needs,
self-actualization and esteem, where they
are described as having a need to be
“authentic and aware of their inner selves,
to transcend their cultural conditioning and,
to discover their callings or destinies and
to appreciate beauty and other good
things in nature and life.” 

This description of these two generations
explains the problems we face in the class-
room. From our observations, students seem
to have a strong sense of entitlement that is
likely the result of the over-indulgent teach-
ers and parents who have promoted the
idea that no child should ever fail.

Although teachers, parents, and students
might like to consider these self-actualiz-
ing needs paramount, it is highly doubtful
that the competitive academic accounting
community and CPA firms place these
same needs very high on their list of desir-
able qualities of new majors or young
accounting professionals. It is also
unclear whether these students, who were
born into the self-actualization level of
Maslow’s hierarchy, will be able to sustain

that success into adulthood when no longer
receiving their parents’ financial support. 

Entitlement mentality. Today many stu-
dents feel that their individual learning
problems lie with the professor and not
themselves, and that mere attendance
entitles them to a good grade and matric-
ulation through the program. This entitle-
ment mentality begins before students enter
accounting classes. In many school sys-
tems, the self-esteem philosophy is now
ingrained from kindergarten. The practice
of educators seeking to avoid conflict and
enhance student self-esteem at all costs
seems to have damaged students’ ability to
function in today’s competitive world.
Primary schools have avoided having any
children understand that they have lost, that
they have failed, or that they cannot com-
pete with their peers. These agendas have
ignored the competitive skill sets, person-
al responsibility, drive, and ambition that
make students exemplary accounting
majors and professionals. 

High-school students have become
accustomed to receiving good grades with
very little effort. When entering college,
they are often unprepared to succeed in
majors like accounting that still have high
standards and require a great deal of work.
Many of them have never really learned
how to study on their own, and they have
not developed a strong learning work ethic.
Once they experience the mediocrity of
their performance in a challenging program
such as accounting, many often change
majors to something less rigorous and
demanding. Many others who stay and suc-
ceed in the major still carry these atti-
tudes into the workplace, where they often
are unwilling to work long hours or to learn
on their own. 

Parental impact. While the authors do
place a great deal of blame on the public
education system, evidence also points to
a laissez-faire home environment where
parents become enablers of their children’s
lack of work ethic. Parents have failed to
put quality time into their children’s edu-
cation, relegating the complete responsi-
bility to educators. They too often seem
willing to accept high grades as substitutes
for learning, at a time when “A” grades
have become the rule, not the exception,
and few students are allowed to fail. 
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Charles Murray’s book, Real Education:
Four Simple Truths for Bringing America’s
Schools Back to Reality (Crown Publishing,
2008), presents four theses: 1) Ability
varies, 2) half of children are below aver-
age, 3) too many people are going to col-
lege, and 4) our future depends on how we
educate the academically gifted. 

When some students do fail to measure
up to acceptable standards, parents often
blame the system rather than accepting any
responsibility for their child’s lack of effort
or ability. Far too many students enter col-
lege expecting to maintain the easy lifestyle
to which they have become accustomed.
They feel entitled to a successful college
experience, a successful career, and the
commensurate financial rewards, but have
been brought up to believe they should not
have to work to develop the skills needed
to achieve and sustain such success.

Lack of motivation. As part of the
AICPA’s “Top Talent Study,” partners of
CPA firms surveyed their most talented
non-partner employees concerning the pri-
mary factors they considered in joining and
staying with their firm. Yet when asked
what it would take for them to take on
more responsibilities or work harder, only
20% of those surveyed indicated that they
were self-motivated and would not need
an external incentive. While these results
relate to a stage beyond the college class-
room, this attitude is increasingly repre-
sentative of a growing number of account-
ing students.

Today’s students seem far less inter-
ested in conceptual issues. They are often
only interested in knowing the answer
rather than understanding how or why one
arrives at it. As a result, they devote lit-
tle time to conceptual issues when prepar-

ing for tests, which has an impact on their
scores. This makes it more difficult to
learn subsequent topics in later courses
and affects their professional careers,
which depend upon an understanding of
these fundamental concepts. 

In addition, many of today’s students do
not appear to be affected by poor grades.
Instead of being dismayed, embarrassed,
or angry, they often simply shrug it off,
hoping final grades will be on a curve or
planning to retake the course with an “eas-
ier” teacher. 

The authors’ experiences and discussions
with accounting educators around the coun-
try lead us to conclude that past genera-
tions were much more likely to accept the
challenge of the accounting curriculum.
The time required to do well in class was
whatever time it took to completely learn
and understand the materials and to ade-
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quately display this knowledge in testing
situations. Students from yesteryear often
seemed to be more highly motivated to
do a job well for the sheer satisfaction of
completing a goal. Today’s students seem
to have set a finite amount of time to spend
on each class, as if they know in advance
how long it “should take” to get a good
grade. When told that successful students

typically require 15 to 20 hours of study
time to do well on tests, most ignore this
advice, study much less than that, and are
surprised at their low grades. 

Working through college. Part of this
lack of preparation and willingness to do
whatever it takes may simply be attribut-
ed to a lack of time. At many universities,
a high percentage of students are working
their way through school, holding down
part-time or full-time jobs. For many of
them, it is the only way they can afford
an education. For others, it is the only way
to maintain a desired lifestyle. Today,
college is often seen as an inconvenience
in a life filled with work and off-campus
engagements. 

Working students also often have an
unreasonable expectation for graduation,
thinking they can also manage to be full-
time students. They sometimes take an
excessive number of courses each semester.
As a result, many otherwise terrific stu-
dents simply do not have enough time in
their lives to do very well in accounting,
and they merely scrape by.

Quality of junior and community 
college education. One last societal factor
that influences the pool of students in the
accounting major is the quality of junior and
community college education. Accounting

courses taught at most junior and commu-
nity colleges are simply not rigorous enough
to prepare students for the academic chal-
lenges they face in the gateway courses of
the accounting major. We realize that these
institutions have an important mission to pro-
vide an associate’s degree to every student
who enters their doors. Unfortunately, this
mission cannot be achieved while also ade-

quately preparing students for the rigorous
accounting major. 

Coupled with this problem are the
articulation agreements that many states
have between junior and senior institutions.
Such agreements require that if courses
taken at a junior college have substantial-
ly the same coverage as one offered at
the senior institution, the senior institution
must accept that course credit and cannot
require the student to repeat it. Many poten-
tially high-level students drop out of
accounting after doing poorly in gateway
courses due to an insufficient foundation
from their junior college education. 

Professional Factors 
Unsuccessful connections with high

schools. The profession has undertaken,
at the national, state, and local levels,
recruitment campaigns attempting to attract
the best students directly from high schools,
using innovative Internet delivery systems,
classroom presentations, and financial
assistance. Although the efforts have been
impressive and may ultimately produce
great results, many of us have yet to see
any tangible outcomes. 

As a part of this effort, the authors’
university made several attempts over a
period of years to connect with local high

schools, both with and without the coop-
eration of professional societies. It devel-
oped numerous personal relationships with
high-school guidance counselors and teach-
ers and gave financial aid to high-achiev-
ing students. Although the efforts to gain
access and exposure before a high-school
audience were quite successful, they never
resulted in an improvement in the quality
of students entering accounting at the col-
lege level. Many of the students identified
as having great potential were simply not
successful in the accounting major. 

Our school came to the conclusion that
the greatest opportunity for successful
recruiting efforts comes after students have
entered the university and, especially, after
they have begun their first introductory
accounting course. While this approach is
at odds with some current academic and
professional doctrine, our experiences high-
light the need to reconsider when and how
we should be recruiting the best students.

Misleading messages. In recent decades,
the large accounting firms have established
a variety of initiatives to reduce turnover
that have focused on offering better life
balance for all firm members. The prob-
lem with this approach is twofold: 1) Firms
did too good a job convincing students that
their life could indeed be as balanced as
they unrealistically hoped it would be,
and 2) firms were usually unable to deliv-
er the balance that they promised. Rather
than being honest when discussing
careers with students, discussion of future
experiences was so sugar-coated that an
expectation gap developed. Entry-level
accountants are often surprised and dis-
mayed by the hours, schedules, and
workload expectations that are far differ-
ent from what is promised. Their subse-
quent early exits might have happened any-
way, but in this environment they can
become much more fractious. 

Recruiters have failed to explain that
life-balance perks, such as a flexible work
schedule, job sharing, and telecommuting,
are usually reserved for senior managers and
partners who have already proved them-
selves. Consequently, well-intentioned
changes can actually backfire. Many recruits
from this generation have come to expect
limited overtime and more personal days
before commencing employment. The
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authors suspect that even were these bene-
fits granted, turnover of young staff would
remain higher than in past decades.

There are some limitations with the
AICPA’s “Top Talent Study” that make its
results less helpful to the present inquiry.
This is because the study, by design,
excluded accountants who had left the field
or were unhappy with their experiences.
Data were collected only from those who
had persevered and climbed the career lad-
der. A more balanced study would also
include exit surveys of accountants who
entered the profession but decided to leave
early in their careers. We suspect that many
of them became disillusioned with the long
hours and lack of life balance.

In 2000, the AICPA developed the Core
Competency Framework to aid the aca-
demic community in course preparation
and content. While the framework includes
an entire section for personal competen-
cies, behavioral drive and self-motivation
were not included. In fact no personality
traits that promote great job performance
(as the social scientific community would
define them) were addressed. Clearly,
personal drive and self-motivation are crit-
ical qualities for students if they are to
excel both in the classroom and in the
workplace. As Jack Welch points out in
his book, Winning (HarperBusiness, 2005),
employers love “can-do” employees who
jump in and get the job done; the CPAs
who do this rise to the partner level and
are driven to learn new skills and accept
new responsibilities. 

Academic Factors 
Lower standards. Universities often

lower their standards to accommodate
this generation of students, resulting in ram-
pant grade inflation and a tremendous pres-
sure to “dumb down” coursework. Meeting
basic educational requirements often
becomes secondary under pressure to pro-
mote cultural diversity and ensure that stu-
dents graduate in four years. Self-esteem
is emphasized at the expense of educational
and professional development. 

Many students—and much of our soci-
ety—feel they are entitled to the education
of their choice, no matter what their skill
level or intellectual capacity may be.
Disciplines that are unwilling to compro-

mise are often looked upon as being insen-
sitive to changing student demographics,
contributing to high drop and failure
rates, and reducing the universities’ grad-
uation rates. Many universities seem to be
more concerned with how many students
graduate or how quickly they graduate,
than with what students have learned and
can do after graduation. 

Stanford University professor Thomas
Sowell has taken serious issue with the
term “cultural diversity,” as it is currently
practiced in the academic world and in
American business. He claims that the only
sense in which someone might promote
cultural diversity is political and he
argues that America has been racially and
culturally diverse since its beginning. The
movement toward diversity has mistaken-
ly set its goal as equality of outcome, rather
than equality of opportunity. He warns that
no one can ensure a few individual out-

comes except by disadvantaging many oth-
ers in the process. 

The contribution of publishers. New edi-
tions of textbooks often appear dumbed
down from previous editions. Sometimes
the changes are subtle, but other times they
are obvious: The most challenging problems
are replaced with less challenging ones, or
a deep discussion of a topic is replaced by
a more superficial version. Obviously, the
changes represent an effort to control the
number of pages in the text, but oftentimes
they are in response to faculty input con-
cerning the level of difficulty that today’s
students can handle. 

Publishers often develop products they
contend are needed to help students. They
offer an array of supplemental materials
such as study guides, online tutorials, prac-
tice quizzes with feedback, real-life demos,
question banks, audio lectures, and online
and phone help desks. While all of these
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materials might be beneficial if students
used them to supplement or add to every-
thing else they need to do, all too often
these “fun ways to learn” simply replace
the time that should be spent rereading
the text and lecture notes and practicing
the assigned homework so they understand
the core principles.

The role of higher administration.
Many universities have enjoyed great
success by their graduates on the CPA
exam and have subsequently gained nation-
al exposure for their academic programs.
This reputation then assists in the recruit-
ment of the best and the brightest to the
accounting program. But many of these
same universities have begun to discount
the importance of that success, refocusing
academic efforts on research rather than on
teaching students. Producing citizens who
can get meaningful jobs in respected pro-
fessions is no longer paramount. Many
administrators now prefer to see pub-
lished research that can bring prestige to
their university, but that will not be wide-
ly circulated or have immediate practical
implications. Recognition as a Tier 1
research university, receiving Association
to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business
(AACSB) accreditation, developing nation-
ally recognized doctoral programs, and
gaining acceptance into the Association
of American Universities (AAU) have
taken precedence over quality profession-
al education. As limited resources are real-
located toward enhancing a university’s
reputation in the academic community, can
that same university’s reputation in the
business community be maintained as an
outstanding teaching institution? Will a
research emphasis be a competitive advan-
tage or a detriment for a university in
attracting top students into accounting? 

Possible Solutions
In the authors’ opinion, the salient ques-

tion is: Should we adapt the education pro-
cess to the less qualified and less driven
students of today? And if so, at what cost
to the integrity of the accounting profes-
sion? Or do we rigidly reject students with
substandard skills and acquiesce to a reduc-
tion in the population of qualified gradu-
ates for the profession to hire? Below, the
authors offer several possible steps that

might be taken by parents, professors,
and professionals. 

Turn back the clock. Given the benefit
of hindsight, it would be wonderful if we
could go back 40 years and remold our pub-
lic education system. There would be no tol-
erance for misbehavior or disrespect.
There would be no social engineering or
unearned promotions. Grades would be
given on the basis of what has been
learned rather than school statistics or
parental pressure. Cheating would be harsh-
ly punished and rules would be based on
moral principles. Teachers would be held
accountable for their effectiveness; excellent
teachers would be rewarded and poor teach-
ers would be fired. Competition would be
embraced, winning would be something to
strive for, and mediocrity would be recog-

nized for what it is. Self-esteem would come
from accomplishment rather than mere
attendance. Capitalism would be embraced
as a way to improve, advance, and succeed,
rather than scorned for its potential foster-
ing of greed and selfishness. A strong
work ethic would be encouraged as the only
righteous way to succeed in life. 

But because none of these ideas is high
on the list of goals for the academic com-
munity at the moment, the authors expect
that change will not come from the inside
out. But change could happen if universi-

ties, employers, and parents combined
forces and approached school boards, com-
munity college trustees, individual schools,
principals, and teachers to complain direct-
ly about their dissatisfaction with gradu-
ates. They would need to specify defi-
ciencies in the way schools are run and
help bring about change. The key is to
exert continuous pressure from all direc-
tions and demand accountability. 

Talent hunt. The authors believe that
accounting educators should direct our atten-
tion in recruitment to incoming freshmen,
junior college transfers, and students in the
introductory accounting classes who have
shown great potential. We should reach
out to students who took Advanced
Placement (AP) courses in high school. Not
only are these students typically the bright-
est students; they are usually the hardest
working as well. Focusing on students
who have enrolled in university honors pro-
grams would also be useful.

In The Lowering of Higher Education
in America by Jackson Toby (Praeger,
2009) and Real Education by Charles
Murray, the authors give strong support for
this approach. Murray points out that only
50% of high-school graduates have the
intellectual capacity to succeed in a uni-
versity-level curriculum. Toby’s research
indicates that our economic resources in
education would be best spent on students
with a proven academic track record of
success instead of the primarily needs-
based criteria used in most student finan-
cial aid programs today.

For these students, we should develop
recruitment programs they will want to
attend, so the accounting program can be
promoted before the students choose a major.
This should be accompanied by follow-up
calls, mentoring, and shadowing. For those
who get an “A” in their first accounting
course, we should recruit even harder. 

The profession should also coordinate
recruiting efforts in local high schools with
national, state, and local professional soci-
eties. In order for these efforts to be effec-
tive, access must be granted to high
achievers in AP and honors programs. It
might also be worthwhile to first convince
high-school students to go into the busi-
ness field, even if it is not accounting. Once
they get to college, recruiting might also ini-
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tially be a blend that emphasizes both
business and accounting. Once they get into
the college of business and perform well in
their first accounting course, then more
intensive recruitment to accounting will be
more effective. Accounting has always been
able to attract the cream of the crop in
business, and the profession should expect
to sustain this competitive advantage in
this recessionary economic period. 

Accounting curriculum. We believe that
the academic community needs a plan to
educate the new generation within the pro-
fession and needs to know how to better
adapt to a changing workforce. Perhaps
courses could be developed that cultivate
the many behavioral qualities that are nec-
essary for success in the major and career,
such as leadership, commitment, loyalty,
self-motivation, personal responsibility, cre-
ativity, and ethics. For those universities that
have a close relationship with the profes-
sional community, building a strong advi-
sory council that works closely with this
group in planning for the future is key. 

In addition, professors need to embrace
new and creative educational devices that
have been proved to be effective. We also
need to avoid the latest in educational theo-
ries without a proven track record (the “new
math” of this decade). Some educators in the
past who were critical of debits and credits
espoused a complete user approach to teach-
ing, encouraging accounting professors to
replace much of accounting education with
finance and information systems. 

Tough love. The authors advocate a
tough love solution to this problem. No
matter what pressures there are from above
to limit the number of bad grades and with-
drawals or to improve graduation rates, we
should teach what needs to be taught, never
dumb down a course to its audience, and
let underperforming students fall where
they may. If accounting enrollment declines
and the population of CPAs decreases,
the rules of supply and demand tell us
that the wages for accounting profession-
als will increase. Eventually students who
can and will do the work will enter the
accounting major for the financial
rewards and job security. 

The brutal truth. Rather than touting the
wonders of a “balanced lifestyle,” recruiters
need to tell it like it is—there are going to

be long hours, high expectations, and a great
deal of pressure to succeed in a competitive
environment. For many, but not all, the ben-
efits may well be worth the costs. Firms
should continue to develop ways to assure
that young employees’ experiences are good
ones, but wary of recruits that seem more
interested in vacation and personal time than
the potential for advancement. 

Finally, the accounting firms should dif-
ferentiate themselves from other disciplines
in business by raising the starting salaries
offered to new CPAs. In recent years, start-
ing salaries have become stagnant, which
means that financial compensation can no
longer be touted as a way to attract the best
students to the profession. 

Ensuring the Profession’s Future
The academic community and the pro-

fession urgently need to address this
problem in concert to ensure the long-term

integrity of the accounting profession. If
our profession expects to retain its position
among the most highly respected, we must
demand that our students be highly moti-
vated and qualified and obtain a technically
challenging education.

The recession may be disguising the
extent of the problem because plenty of
excellent students are in need of a job and
able to meet the current demands of the
profession. Once the economy rebounds
and the job market gets tighter, however,
the problems associated with this new gen-
eration of students will become alarming-
ly more pronounced. ❑

Carol A. Vance, CPA, JD, is a visiting
instructor and William L. Stephens, DBA,
is a professor emeritus, both in the school
of accountancy at the University of South
Florida, Tampa, Fla.



www.manaraa.com

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.




