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ABSTRACT

This paper seeks to address the significant challenges in designing and teaching an effective accounting capstone course that appropriately addresses the challenges of our rapidly changing profession.  It suggests that the capstone can be a mutually beneficial forum for educators to take advantage of active or recently retired professional practitioners of accounting.
WHY AN ACCOUNTING CAPSTONE?
Prior research has shown three major purposes are appropriate for capstone courses: to integrate the curriculum, to reflect upon the college experience, and to prepare students for life after graduation. The Boyer Commission suggests that, by addressing these three goals, the course serves like the “capstone of a building” to reinforce all the learning that took place throughout a college career [1]. However, in practice, many capstones are more focused: the primary goal of 707 capstones from several disciplines was “almost exclusively to foster integration and synthesis within the academic major.” [2]
The general purpose of capstone courses at my institution is to produce a project that represents the culmination of a student’s academic accomplishments; that synthesizes the topics, practices and skills learned in their academic programs, both within and beyond the major.  The nature of capstone projects varies by field, but they are intended to represent a student’s best practices in his or her field of study.  In almost all fields, capstones have a requirement that students write thoughtfully in the genre appropriate to a specific discipline; have an awareness of conventions for communication within the discipline; and develop the ability to revise their writing.  Writing that requires revision is particularly important: there are specific requirements for revisions that must be incorporated into the course.
The accounting program was one of the last programs to institute a capstone, largely due to a lack of resources.  Previously, students took the capstone course of the general business major, the project for which includes an in-depth review of a specific company, including analyses of industry competitive factors, company strategy, marketing, management and financial analysis. The business capstone served the valuable purpose of reinforcing, for accounting majors, the business context in which financial reporting decisions are made, but the financial analysis portion of the capstone was relatively elementary and not as much of  a growth experience.  
CHARACTERISTICS OF THE CAPSTONE
The accounting faculty agreed that the best characteristic of the business capstone, the breadth of analysis, should be maintained. We agreed that an effective accounting capstone must do more than integrate the technical accounting and auditing courses required by the major.  It must help students place their technical knowledge within a broader context of business, so that they can understand the role accounting plays within firms and in world-wide capital markets.
The theme of our accounting capstone is the impact on the global capital markets of accounting decisions.  The course of study focuses on the central topics of Accounting, Corporate Governance and Risk Management from three perspectives: the Enterprise (management, directors, etc.), the Auditor, and Users (investors, analysts, lenders, regulators, policy makers, etc.)  The goal of accounting theory is to provide a set of principles and relationships that explains observed practices and predicts the unobserved practices. Theory emphasizes the why of accounting rather than the how. Corporate governance is about effective decision making at all levels of the enterprise.  Risk management is not about eliminating risk; risk is an inherent part of doing business.  Rather, risk management helps the enterprise understand its risk profile by identifying key risks and considering how those risks are mitigated and/or managed.  These three issues are present in all accounting decisions.

All research, analysis, writing, collaboration, discussion and presentation in the course considers the three topics from the three perspectives as shown in the following matrix:

Table 1: Accounting Theory Analysis Matrix
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The theme of the capstone, used in every assignment and every discussion, serves to provide a structure for analysis. Using the theme matrix makes it more likely that students will consider multiple aspects of a problem or issue.  Finally, given that each student is expected to take a stand with respect to each case or issue discussed, the matrix makes it more likely that a student has thought through the ramifications of their conclusion on the varied topics and perspectives, and has developed defenses to criticisms of their position.
The key skills that the course seeks to reinforce and develop are critical reading of theoretical material; application of theory to complex, realistic business problems; analytical consideration of differing viewpoints on issues; clear written communication; discussion leadership on complex issues; contribution to debate; and an ability to take and defend a point of view on an issue.  We seek to develop new professionals that will become thought leaders in the profession.
IMPLEMENTATION CHALLENGES AND SOLUTIONS
The most significant implementation issue noted by Jervis and Hartley [3], and by our professors, is the “monumental” amount of professor time required to prepare for and administer the course.   A second challenge is inspiring students to be thoughtful and complete in their preparation for class, so that discussions are vibrant and complex.  Significant time is required to sit and think about issues before students develop well-thought out solutions.  Finally, students differ in their writing abilities when they enter the class.  We found that more talented writers became even more capable throughout the course, but less capable writers, while improving, did not improve as quickly or as significantly as the others.

Each of the specific elements of the course design were chosen to reinforce the key skills that we wish to develop in students; these elements also have the side benefit of reducing the burden on the professor.  One important element is that the course is spread over two semesters, meeting for one class session per week, rather than the typical one-semester, twice-a-week capstone.  We found that personal growth in analysis and communication comes slowly; 28 weeks of meeting once a week gives room for more transformation than a traditional 14-week course, even if the number of classroom hours are the same.
Each class starts with a 30-minute student-led discussion of the chapter or other reading material.  One class leader presents an overview of the material using PowerPoint, and then administers a five-question quiz.  Following this material, two other students are assigned as the primary discussants for a 40-minutes discussion of a case on the same general topic as the chapter material.  When called for by the subject matter, each discussant is assigned a specific viewpoint to defend.  For example, one might be the discussant in favor of a certain position, and the other opposed.  
All students without a leader or discussant assignment are required to write a one-page viewpoint paper on the material as preparation for the discussion. The class leader assigns a participation grade to each student at the end of the class period, that ranges from a “check plus” for students who significantly contributed to the discussion; a “check” or “check minus” for students who were less effective in their contribution; to a “zero” for any student not present; to a “negative” for students who detracted from the discussion.  The instructor evaluates the class leader and the discussants based on the quality of the quiz, the quality of the presentation, and the quality of the discussion.
It is difficult to overstate the importance of the eleven one-page weekly papers per semester per student. We have seen a dramatic evolution in the capability of students to write clearly and succinctly as each class progresses.  The grading rubric used for evaluating the papers is designed to highlight the most important elements of writing; and to minimize the amount of time instructors spend in grading:

Table 2: Grading Rubric for One-Page Papers

	
	-----Points----

	
	Possible
	Awarded

	1
	Strong first sentence/paragraph that outlines the major point(s) being made.
	2
	

	2
	Paper concise, thoughtful, takes a stand. Paper views issue through the perspective of the topic/user matrix.
	5
	

	3
	Each paragraph, sentence has a purpose that advances the development of the paper. Grammar, spelling errors nonexistent.
	4
	

	4
	Specific examples given to illustrate general points.
	2
	

	5
	Ends with a strong sentence/paragraph that effectively concludes the discussion.
	2
	

	6
	Bonus if reference made to outside sources not included in readings.
	
	

	
	
	15
	


Each student develops a major research project throughout the entire year.  The research topics are on current topics of interest in accounting, and must be approved by the instructor.  Typically, several students will select related topics. For example, in 2006-2007, three students addressed stock compensation issues: one reviewed the change in accounting standards from disclosure to required recognition, one examined stock option backdating, and the final student assessed the differing impact of alternative compensation arrangements on the financial statements.  In 2007-2008, several students addressed aspects of financing, including the profusion of mortgage-backed securities, hedge funds, etc.   In the current year, several students are addressing IFRS issues, and others are addressing aspects of fair value.  The grouping of topics is important for students to use each other as resources.
Each research paper has a large number of components, with due dates sprinkled throughout the year. A sample schedule appears below. An important component of the research process is the usage of peers as feedback mechanisms, so that students are not entirely dependent on the professor for feedback.  Furthermore, reading other student’s papers leads to real learning, not just of the subject matter, but they also can evaluate their own writing more effectively, once they have critiqued the writing of their peers.  To assure that peer students are invested in giving quality feedback to each researcher, each is given an open-ended evaluation/feedback sheet, and five percent of each student’s grade is allocated to a professor evaluation of the quality of their feedback to the other researchers.

Table 3: Sample Schedule

	
	Component
	Due Date

	1
	One-page paper specifying the issue
	Week 4

	2
	Background paper
	Week 7

	3
	Enterprise perspective
	Week 10

	4
	Auditor perspective
	Week 12

	5
	User perspective
	Week 14

	6
	Results of interview(s) of manager or auditor
	Week 17

	7
	Thesis and outline; take a stand
	Week 19

	8
	Rough draft of entire paper (probably 12-20 pages)
	Week 22

	9
	Obtain written feedback from each classmate (form attached)
	Week 24

	10
	Oral presentation and discussion
	Weeks 25-26

	11
	Final draft
	Week 28


UTILIZING PROFESSIONAL ACCOUNTANTS

Most highly experienced professionals at accounting firms have spent large portions of their careers counseling, mentoring, and educating young people.  In our experience, such professionals may view a part-time position teaching in a college or university as a desirable second career; fortunately, receiving compensation commensurate with their experience and capabilities does not appear to be a major consideration.  Further, many firms require retirement at 63, and due to burnout or required rotations, some professionals choose to retire as early as age 50.  Newly retired professionals have the energy to enjoy the experience of teaching; affiliation with a university may help them develop second careers as advisors or directors.
We believe that the capstone course is the proper level to use the services of a retired professional accountant. This course serves as a bridge from academia to public practice for most students; it is quite appropriate that they prepare for their futures, that they get a closer glimpse of the types of people they will be working with.  Some students admit that they are somewhat in awe of their professional professor; this can serve to motivate them to prepare effectively for class. It may even help them communicate more effectively with higher level management when they start their careers.
There are some drawbacks to utilizing professional accountants in the classroom, even in a capstone course. The most important difficulty is that professional accountants are not necessarily well-equipped to design or give lectures. Further, they may rightfully view their time as very valuable, and as such, have relatively little time or patience for course preparation or detailed grading.  We believe that the course, as designed, leverages the experience and broad economic understanding of professional accountants, while minimizing preparation and grading.  By forcing the students into leadership roles, using grading to motivate students to optimal performance, and requiring students to give peer feedback, we maximize the insights and  contribution of the professional accountant while minimizing the aspects of the course that are likely to lead to disappointing performance or dissatisfaction on the part of the professor or students.
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