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SYNOPSIS

Advances in Accounting Education: Teaching and Curriculum Innovations pub-
lishes both non-empirical and empirical articles dealing with accounting educa-
tion. All articles emphasize teaching, learning, and curriculum development, and 
discuss vital matters pertaining to the improvement of accounting programs at 
colleges and universities. Non-empirical papers are academically rigorous, and 
specifically discuss the institutional context of a course or program, as well as 
any relevant tradeoffs or policy issues. Empirical reports exhibit sound research 
design and execution, and develop a thorough motivation and literature review, 
including references from outside the accounting field, where appropriate.

This 26th volume features 14 peer-reviewed papers surrounding four themes: 
(1) capacity building and governance issues in the profession; (2) curriculum and 
pedagogical innovations; (3) educational tax cases and tax literacy; and (4) infor-
mation technology and the accounting curriculum. The first theme contains four 
empirical articles that focus on such topics as degree type and CPA exam per-
formance, state accountancy board composition and supply of new accounting 
professionals, factors that influence students at a private university to sit for the 
CPA exam, and issues related to the choice of delivery format in introductory 
accounting. The second theme focuses on classroom innovations that cover such 
areas as lease accounting, cash flow statements, and certain non-current balance 
sheet items, and professional judgment. The third theme is somewhat eclectic, but 
taxation issues are found either directly or indirectly in all four articles included in 
this section. One paper in that theme is empirical and examines the link between 
tax literacy among college students and their business experience. Another article 
provides a comprehensive review of published pedagogical cases with a tax focus 
and offers highly insightful insights into various characteristics of published ped-
agogical tax cases. Immediately following this article is an annotated bibliography 
and a brief  commentary that complements the paper it follows. The final theme 
contains a somewhat technical paper on integrating R into the accounting cur-
riculum and two insightful commentaries on the implications of contemporary 
developments in information technology for the accounting curriculum.

Faculty with an interest in accounting education as well as accounting pro-
gram administrators should find all four themes to be highly informative and 
interesting. Some practitioners and regulators in the accounting profession may 
also find useful policy-related nuggets in Volume 26.

Advances in Accounting Education:
Teaching and Curriculum Innovations
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STATEMENT OF PURPOSE

Advances in Accounting Education: Teaching and Curriculum Innovations is a ref-
ereed academic journal whose purpose is to help meet the needs of faculty mem-
bers and administrators who are interested in ways to improve teaching, learning, 
and curriculum development in the accounting area at the college and university 
level. We publish thoughtful, well-developed articles that are readable, relevant, 
and reliable.

Articles may be either empirical or non-empirical and should emphasize inno-
vative approaches that inform faculty and administrators as they seek to advance 
their classrooms, curricula, and programs. All articles should have well-articulated 
and strong theoretical foundations. Establishing a link to the non-accounting lit-
erature is desirable. Further, we expect all manuscripts to address implications for 
the scholarship of teaching and learning.

Normally, articles that emphasize pedagogy and classroom innovation (e.g., 
cases, exercises, specific approaches to teaching a topic, etc.) must demonstrate 
efficacy in a college setting. That is, the authors offer evidence to show that the 
innovation has been tried and it is effective.

Non-empirical manuscripts should be academically rigorous. They can be the-
oretical syntheses, conceptual models, position papers, discussions of methodol-
ogy, comprehensive literature reviews grounded in theory, or historical discussions 
with implications for efforts to enhance teaching, learning, and curriculum devel-
opment. Reasonable assumptions and logical development are essential.

Sound research design and execution are critical for empirical reports. 
Reviewers focus on the quality of method, data, results, and analysis as well as 
the implications for teaching, learning, and curriculum development.

REVIEW PROCEDURES
Advances in Accounting Education: Teaching and Curriculum Innovations provides 
authors with timely reviewer reports that clearly indicate the status of the manu-
script. Each manuscript is reviewed by at least two reviewers. Authors receive 
initial reviews normally within eight to 12 weeks of manuscript submission.
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CHAPTER 1

MBA, MSA AND MST: DO THEY 
MAKE A DIFFERENCE ON CPA 
EXAM PERFORMANCE?

Dennis Bline and Xiaochuan Zheng

ABSTRACT

This study empirically investigates whether graduate degrees (MBA, MSA 
and MST) earned by candidates affect their performance on the CPA exam. 
By examining more than half million first-time exam sittings taken during the 
period 2005–2013, the authors find that candidates with a graduate degree per-
formed better on each section of the CPA exam than those who only have an 
undergraduate degree. In addition, the authors find that the type of graduate 
degree also has an effect on the CPA exam performance. While candidates 
with an MBA degree generally performed better on the BEC section than those 
with an MSA or MST degree, those with an MSA degree performed best on 
the AUD and FAR sections; and those with an MST degree exceled on the 
REG section. This study contributes to the existing literature on the determi-
nants of CPA exam success. In addition, this investigation provides valuable 
insights to candidates, academics and regulators. The findings of this chapter 
should be useful for academic administrators as they revise their accounting 
curricula to prepare for the new CPA licensure model. Furthermore, the results 
of this study should benefit accounting regulators in determining education 
requirements for future CPAs.

Keywords: CPA exam; performance; graduate degree; new CPA licensure 
model; first-time exam takers; regulators

Advances in Accounting Education: Teaching and Curriculum Innovations, Volume 26, 3–17
Copyright © 2023 by Emerald Publishing Limited
All rights of reproduction in any form reserved
ISSN: 1085-4622/doi:10.1108/S1085-462220220000026001

http://doi.org/10.1108/S1085-462220220000026001
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INTRODUCTION
Since the Florida legislature first required 150 semester credits of education to sit 
for the CPA exam in 1979, there has been increased attention on how candidates 
would obtain the additional education to become certified. Eventually, all states 
adopted the requirement of 150 credits of education to become a CPA; however, 
most states permit candidates to sit for the exam before completing all 150 credits. 
In fact, many states allow candidates to sit for the exam as long as they have 120 
credits and a bachelor’s degree. In addition, candidates have a range of options 
for obtaining the additional 30 credits of education. At one end of the spectrum 
is completing 30 additional credit of undergraduate course work. The other end 
of the spectrum is completing a graduate program. There is no specific require-
ment regarding the composition of the additional credits so candidates could 
complete any master’s program he/she chooses but most would choose an MBA, 
a Master of Accounting (MSA), a Master of Taxation/JD in Taxation (MST).

Students, and their parents, have a choice to make regarding the manner in 
which the additional 30 semester credits of education will be earned; however, there 
is little information available to help them make an informed decision. Students 
who choose to take 30 additional undergraduate credits likely do so for one of 
four reasons: (1) they view this option as being expedient. They can take addi-
tional courses during the regular academic year and supplement their undergradu-
ate education with summer courses; (2) students may choose this option because 
they believe that it is less costly that obtaining a graduate degree; (3) some stu-
dents may not be eligible for graduate school due to their undergraduate academic 
performance; and (4) some students may pursue a double major to explore more 
interests and opportunities. None of these reasons for obtaining the additional 30 
credits with undergraduate course work is based on the level of preparation that 
the candidate will get from the selected option – that is, will the additional under-
graduate credit option help the candidate prepare for the CPA exam?

Students who choose to pursue the graduate option for obtaining the 30 addi-
tional credits often do so with little informed input as to which program to pursue. 
Little research has been conducted with regard to the additional benefit to candi-
dates from taking graduate courses in lieu of additional undergraduate courses. 
One study (Nagle, Menk, & Rau, 2018) investigated whether candidates who obtain 
the additional credits by earning a graduate degree perform better on the CPA 
exam than students who take 30 additional undergraduate credits. These authors 
found that the candidates who complete the graduate program have a higher pass 
rate on the CPA exam than candidates who did not complete a graduate program. 
The purpose of the current study is to extend this research to investigate the per-
formance of students who completed different types of graduate degrees (MBA, 
MSA and MST) to earn the additional 30 credits. In addition, unlike prior litera-
ture that examines the CPA exam performance on the school level by using the 
exam pass rate, this study investigates performance on each section of the CPA 
exam and analyzes the score earned by the candidate on each section.

The findings indicate that candidates with graduate degrees have higher 
scores on the CPA exam than do those who did not complete a graduate degree. 
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However, the performance among the graduate programs reveals some interest-
ing results with no particular graduate program being superior or inferior for all 
parts of the CPA exam. This information is potentially useful to both candidates 
and faculty alike. It demonstrates to students the importance of receiving the 
higher-level instruction that is expected to occur in graduate programs. Faculty 
can use this information to consider modifications to the individual program to 
help strengthen the coverage in the area where performance is not as strong as 
another graduate program.

The new CPA licensure model unveiled by NASBA and AICPA.(2020) has a 
profound impact on the 150 credits educational requirements (Calderon & Nagy, 
2020). In their call for future research, Calderon and Nagy (2020) post a research 
question: “…should the additional hours lead to: a Master of Accountancy 
degree, a graduate degree, accounting concentrations in line with plus one CPA 
Evolution model, or overall general education.” The findings of this chapter may 
shed some light on this question.

The remainder of this chapter is organized as follows: the next section presents 
the background and literature as well as presenting the hypotheses tested. The 
subsequent section presents the methodology and results. The final section of this 
chapter presents the discussion, limitations, and conclusions of the study.

LITERATURE AND HYPOTHESES
The 150-hour requirement has been a subject of debate and discussion in the 
accounting profession for a long time. However, the CPA exam has undergone 
significant changes so some prior research may not be applicable to the current 
study. In 2004, the CPA exam changed from a paper and pencil format where can-
didates completed the exam in two days in May or November to a computerized 
format where candidates take the exam one section at a time. As a result, studies 
using data prior to 2004 will not be considered in the current study.

The debate surrounding the 150-hour requirement has generally focused on 
two issues. The first issue is whether 150 semester hours of education should be 
required to be licensed as a CPA. The American Institute of Certified Public 
Accountants (2012) gives three reasons for requiring 150 semester credits of edu-
cation for CPA licensure: increased technical competence, improved quality of 
work, and a complete education. The first and second reasons would argue for 
more accounting and business courses in the additional 30 credits while the third 
reason would argue for a broad set of courses in the additional credits. Regardless 
of the view taken, the board of accountancy in every state requires, at a mini-
mum, 150 semester credits of education to obtain a CPA license. As a result, 
there seems to be substantial agreement that the additional education is needed 
to obtain the CPA license.

The second issue that has been debated is whether the 150 semester credits 
should be required prior to taking the CPA exam. This issue has resulted in 
substantial variation in state requirements to sit for the CPA exam. Many juris-
dictions allow candidates to take the CPA exam after completing undergraduate 
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degree with additional stipulations about the number of  accounting and other 
business credits required as part of  the total credits. However, there are a few 
jurisdictions (such as Utah, Texas, and Washington) that require the comple-
tion, or near completion, of  150 credits before the CPA exam can be attempted. 
A limited amount of  research has investigated the difference between jurisdic-
tions with, and without, the 150 credit requirement based on data after the 2004 
change in the CPA exam. Briggs and He (2012) found conflicting results when 
they compared jurisdictions that require 150 credit hours to attempt the CPA 
exam and those that require an undergraduate degree and 120 credits. They 
found that 150 credit jurisdictions had higher pass rates for the auditing (AUD) 
and regulation (REG) sections but not for the financial accounting and report-
ing (FAR), and business environment and concepts (BEC) sections. Briggs and 
He (2012) used summary level data provided by the National Association of 
State Boards of  Accountancy (NASBA) to conduct their analysis. Their analy-
sis presumes that candidates in jurisdictions where 150 credits is not required 
attempted the CPA exam before pursuing the 30 additional credits to be a mem-
ber of  the AICPA. In addition, the summary level data did not allow for the 
analysis to consider any differences in the composition of  the additional 30 cred-
its in the states where the 150 credits are required because the data were not at 
an individual candidate level.

More recently, the debate about the need to complete 150 credits before 
attempting the CPA exam has started to morph into a discussion around the 
value of a graduate degree versus an expanded undergraduate education. A pos-
sible reason that the debate has turned into a referendum on graduate education 
is because it is possible to determine if  a candidate has completed a graduate 
degree, and therefore has 150 credits, but it is not possible to determine the num-
ber of credits completed if  the candidate is obtaining the additional 30 credits 
with undergraduate courses. Candidates, when taking the CPA exam, disclose 
their educational background. A candidate who has completed 150 credits of 
undergraduate studies will list the same undergraduate degree as the candidate 
who has completed a 120 credit program. However, the candidates who have com-
pleted a graduate program will disclose both the undergraduate degree and the 
graduate degree.

Students taking additional accounting and business courses at the under-
graduate level would tend to bias against finding a difference between candidates 
with an undergraduate degree taking the CPA exam and those with a graduate 
degree. The additional undergraduate business and accounting courses would 
be expected to provide the student with an increased level of technical under-
standing. While the graduate degree would be expected to provide students with a 
greater level of incremental understanding than would additional undergraduate 
courses, the difference between graduate and undergraduate degrees would likely 
be lessened making it more difficult to find a statistical difference between those 
with an undergraduate degree and those with a graduate degree. An exception to 
this biasing would be in states where 150 credits are required to sit for the exam 
because candidates who disclose only an undergraduate degree would have had 
to have taken additional undergraduate credits to qualify for attempt the exam.
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Research into graduate versus undergraduate education for the additional 30 
credits has taken two approaches. One approach was taken by Haen, Vandenberg, 
Janes, and Conlon (2013) when they researched CPA exam performance of grad-
uates from five universities in Wisconsin, a jurisdiction that requires 150 credits 
to sit for the exam. Three of the five universities offered an undergraduate degree 
only. Students at these universities were surveyed to gain insights into how these 
students plan to obtain the additional credits beyond the undergraduate degree. 
The graduate program of the other two universities was evaluated to determine the 
composition of the courses in the graduate accounting program. These authors 
concluded that the composition of the additional credits beyond the bachelor’s 
degree did not predict CPA exam pass rates. Two important presumptions were 
made in this analysis: (1) it was presumed that candidates at the undergradu-
ate only universities did not obtain graduate credits from a different university; 
and (2) it was presumed that all of the candidates completed 150 credits prior to 
attempting the CPA exam. The data analyzed were at the school level so neither 
of these presumptions could be tested. It is possible that some, or many, of the 
candidates from the undergraduate only universities attended graduate school at 
one of the other Wisconsin universities; and it is possible that some of the can-
didates from universities with graduate programs attempted the CPA exam after 
earning 120 credits because they took the CPA exam in a different jurisdiction.

A second approach to researching graduate versus undergraduate education 
is based on candidates’ completion of a graduate degree. The results generally 
confirm that candidates with graduate degrees perform better on the CPA exam 
than do candidates with undergraduate degrees (Bline, Perreault, & Zheng, 2016; 
Dunn & Hooks, 2009; Howell & Heshizer, 2008; Menk, Nagle, & Rau, 2017; 
Nagle et al., 2018), each concluding that candidates with a graduate degree per-
formed better on the CPA exam than did those who did not have a graduate 
degree. These studies provide the basis for the H1 of  the current study:

H1. CPA exam candidates who have a graduate degree will earn a higher score 
on each section of the CPA exam than will candidates who have an under-
graduate degree.

The above studies each compared CPA exam results of candidates who com-
pleted an undergraduate accounting education to candidates who completed a 
graduate education. One possible concern with comparing bachelor’s program 
graduates to master’s program graduates is that there may be a quality difference 
between those who obtain the additional 30 credits of undergraduate course work 
versus those who choose to enter a graduate program for the additional credits. 
One reason that a student may choose to not pursue a graduate education is 
that his/her undergraduate academic performance is not strong enough to enter 
a graduate program. As a result, there could be some biasing in the comparison 
of CPA exam candidates who completed an undergraduate degree to those who 
completed a graduate degree.

Prior research has also made no distinction among different types of  gradu-
ate degree programs. The presumption is made that all graduate programs will 
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equally prepare students for the CPA exam. However, the focus of  specialized 
graduate programs, such as an MSA, would be more focused on topics relevant 
to the CPA exam than would a general MBA, and possibly more focused than 
an MBA with a concentration in accounting. As a result, a distinction should 
be drawn among different types of  graduate programs. It is likely that the CPA 
exam candidates who complete any of  the graduate degrees will perform better 
on the CPA exam than those who complete an undergraduate degree because 
of  the quality difference in the students attending the programs. However, the 
quality of  students entering the different graduate programs would be expected 
to be more comparable. As stated above, the difference in the level of  CPA 
exam topic relevance across the graduate programs results in the following 
hypothesis:

H2. Candidates with a specialized graduate degree in an area related to a sec-
tion, or sections, of the CPA exam will perform better on that section, or sec-
tions, of the exam than will those who do not have a specialized graduate 
degree in that area.

METHODOLOGY
Our sample consists of candidates who took an examination section for the first 
time during the period 2005–2013. We chose this sample period because the CPA 
examination switched to a computerized format and significantly adjusted the 
content areas in April 2004. We obtained data on candidate exam performance 
from the NASBA. International candidates as well as candidates who reported 
attending an undergraduate institution that was not included in the Hasselback 
directory (2013) were excluded from our analysis, resulting in a final sample 
exceeding 600,000 unique first-time examination sessions.

To test our H1 (to examine the impact of graduate degree on CPA exam per-
formance), we ran the OLS regression model below for each of the four sections 
of the examination:

SCORE GRADUATE SAT AACSB ACG AACSB

AGE GEND

= + + + +

+ +

β β β β β
β β

0 1 2 3 4

5 6

_

EER CPA RANK PROGRAM

RANK RESEARCH Q Q Q

+ +

+ + + +

β β
β β β β

7 8

9 10 11 122 3 4

_

_ ++ ε.

	

(1)

To test our H2 (to examine the impact of different types of graduate degrees 
on CPA exam performance), we ran the OLS regression models below for each of 
the four sections of the examination:
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