
 

 

 

 

 

November 10, 2008 

 

 

Mr. David A. Costello, CPA 

President & CEO, NASBA 

 

Re:  Comments on NASBA 120/150 discussion paper “Education and Licensure 

Requirements for Certified Public Accountants: A Discussion Regarding Degreed 

Candidates Sitting for the Uniform CPA Examination with a Minimum of 120 Credit 

Hours and Becoming Eligible for Licensures with a Minimum of 150 Credit Hours” 

 

 

Dear Mr. Costello: 

 

The comments herein are submitted on behalf of the Federation of Schools of 

Accountancy (FSA).   The FSA’s mission is to promote the development of high quality 

accredited accounting programs with an emphasis on graduate accounting education.  As 

such, consideration of the eligibility rules to sit for the CPA exam is a very important 

topic for our member schools and we appreciate the opportunity to provide our comments 

and views.   

 

 The principal question addressed in the NASBA discussion paper is whether or not 

allowing CPA candidates with less than 150 credit hours (and specifically 120 credit 

hours, as several states now allow) harms the public or, conversely, does it perhaps 

benefit the public.   

 

The FSA disagrees with the policy that allows CPA candidates in some states to sit for 

the CPA exam before completing the 150 credit hours of education required for licensing 

(120/150 model).  We believe that the public would be much better served by requiring 

all candidates to complete the 150 credit hours of education required for licensing before 

being allowed to sit for the CPA exam (150/150 model).  It is our view that the 120/150 

model sends the wrong message to the public and to our students, could be harmful to the 

public interest, and serves to undermine public confidence in the profession.   The FSA 

further recommends that the content level of the CPA exam be expanded to reflect both 

(1) the advanced knowledge and higher order skills now required of CPAs and (2) the 

150 credit hours of preparation required for licensing in most states.   

 

As we all know, CPAs perform their duties in a rapidly changing and increasingly 

complex global environment.  We are concerned that a policy (120/150 model) that 

allows candidates to sit for the exam before fully completing their academic preparation 

signals to the public that the profession is in effect reducing its educational standards.   



 

 

This is clearly the wrong message for the profession to be sending to the public.  Further, 

aspiring CPAs (our students) would also receive the wrong message (in addition to the 

public) about the importance of proper academic and technical training prior to moving 

forward with the certification of proficiency process.   The body of knowledge, expertise, 

critical higher order skills, and maturity that CPAs must have to serve their clients and 

safeguard the public interest is rapidly advancing and has never been higher. Other 

respected professions (such as medicine, law) as far as we know do not permit their 

candidates to take their qualifying examinations before educational requirements are 

completed, why should the accounting profession do so and what impact might this have 

on public confidence in the CPA profession?  In short, we believe that any action that 

suggests in any way that the CPA profession is reducing its educational standards is 

inappropriate, is potentially harmful to the public interest and confidence, and may invite 

unwanted regulation.  

 

In addition to requiring 150 hours to sit for the exam, the FSA recommends that the 

content level of the exam be raised to the 150 hour level.  NASBA along with many other 

leaders from the professional and academic communities have supported the 150 hour 

requirement for CPA licensing for many years.  Over this time many developments (such 

as Sarbanes-Oxley, fair value accounting, IFRS, XBRL, the emergence of increasingly 

sophisticated financial instruments and transactions, fraud detection responsibilities, and 

others)  have greatly expanded the body of knowledge and skills that must be mastered 

by CPAs for minimal competency.   Case in point – the complex issues underlying the 

current economic crisis!  However, the exam content has remained at the 120 credit hour 

level, and many of the critical, more advanced topics and higher order skills are not 

addressed currently on the exam.  The FSA recommends that the profession take steps to 

advance the content level of the CPA exam to the 150 hour content level.  This directly 

justifies the 150/150 model and we believe would best protect the public interest now and 

in the future.   

 

The October discussion paper includes a statistical analysis comparing exam performance 

by 120 hour vs 150 hour exam takers.  We believe that exam performance statistical data 

may be of only  limited relevance in the 120/150 issue given that (1) the exam content is 

currently at the 120 hour (not 150 hour) level, (2) there are significant measurement 

problems associated with the data that may make obtaining reliable comparisons 

impossible, and (3) the ability of the CPA to serve clients and to protect the public 

interest throughout a career also depends on many skills and attributes that are not 

measured on the CPA exam and probably cannot be measured on an exam.   Many of the 

data problems are noted in the paper such as the change to computer exam format, border 

state problem, and others.  We believe that a major difficulty limiting comparability (as 

mentioned in the paper) is the fact that it is not known how many total credit hours 120 

hour takers actually have taken.   We know anecdotally that many “120 hour” takers in 

graduate accounting programs are very close to completing their 150 hours when they sit. 



 

 

  

 

 

In summary, the FSA does not support allowing candidates to take the exam with 120 

hours and views such a policy as detrimental to the public interest.  We believe that the 

public is much better served by requiring all candidates to complete the 150 hours 

required for licensing before taking the exam.  We also urge the profession to expand 

coverage of the exam to reflect the 150 hour education requirement for licensing. 

 

This is a very important issue to the FSA membership and we appreciate this opportunity 

to provide our comments on this discussion paper.  If there are questions or if additional 

information would be helpful please let me us know. 

 

Sincerely, 

 
Casper E. Wiggins 

President, The Federation of Schools of Accountancy 

 

 


