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Meeting Date: June 12-15, 2012. 

 
SUBJECT: 

 
Proficiency levels of Professional Competence – Issues and
Proposals from Taskforce Chairs & Secretaries (06/12) 

 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
1. The aim of this paper is to assist the Board in its discussion of the issues related to 

developing proficiency levels for learning outcomes to demonstrate professional 
competence. Specifically, the paper will (a) provide background information; and (b) 
present proposed descriptors for the proficiency levels of learning outcomes. 

 
BACKGROUND  

 
April 2012 CAG Teleconference 

2. At its April 2012 Teleconference meeting the CAG provided the following feedback 
on the Proposed Competence Framework for Professional Accountants (See 
Appendix 1). 
(a) A different way of approaching the proposed Framework was suggested at 

the CAG teleconference (See Appendix 1).  This proposal was discussed 
and it was suggested that it could be very helpful and highlights how the 
IAESB is struggling with dealing with the difference between cognitive and 
other skill domains. 

(b) It was suggested that further consideration be given to how the proposed 
Framework can better express levels of complexity and ambiguity, and 
realism of problems as progress is made upwards through the levels within 
the framework.   

(c) The proposed Framework was criticized by CAG members for being too 
simplistic and linear in approach,  and not realistic for showing how an 
aspiring professional accountant develops technical competence (See 
Appendix 2)   

(d) The proposed Framework was seen as flawed, because many of the skills 
(e.g., synthesis) are demonstrated at each of the proposed proficiency levels 
from Foundation to Master, given that they will be applied to different 
situations or sets of information.  For example, one can synthesize 
straightforward, non-complex issues, as well as synthesizing more complex 
information at advanced level.     

(e) It was agreed that this will be raised at a joint Chairs/Secretaries task force 
meeting so that agreement can be reached as to how to develop the 
competence framework along these lines.   
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DISCUSSION 
3. As a result of the feedback received from the IAESB CAG, some of the taskforce 

chairs and secretaries have developed an alternative presentation (See Schedule 1 
below) to Appendix 1 for IAESB consideration and discussion.  

 

Schedule 1: Proposed Classification of Proficiency Levels for Learning 
Outcomes 
 
Level of  
Proficiency 

Description 

Foundation  
. Learning outcomes will focus on the ability of the aspiring professional 

accountant to: 

• define, explain, summarize, and interpret the underlying principles and 
theories of relevant areas of technical competence;  

• perform work-related tasks by using the appropriate technical 
competence and professional skills;  

• refer non-standard tasks or problems to supervisors or those with 
specialized expertise; and  

• demonstrate a willingness to learn.  

Learning and development is delivered through classroom instruction, 
simulations, and on-the-job experience. 

The focus of the foundation learning outcomes is on the ability to recall and 
understand different areas of technical competence and apply these to decision 
contexts and work assignments, which are characterized by low levels of 
ambiguity, complexity and uncertainty. 
 
Indicative verbs used to construct learning outcomes include: describe, define, 
identify, list, state, explain, illustrate, interpret, distinguish, summarise 

Intermediate 
. The assumptions underlying the learning outcomes focus on the ability of the 

aspiring professional accountant to: 

• independently apply, solve, compare and analyze underlying principles 
and theories of areas of technical competences to solve structured 
routine problems and decisions; 

• apply technical competence and professional skills, including 
quantitative and qualitative analysis to work assignments; 

• assess and resolve unstructured problems that require research and 
review of policy and procedures and regulations; 

• apply judgment to problem resolution or program requirements based 
on delegated authority; 

• complete work assignments that integrate technical competence and 
professional skills from many different areas, for review of more senior 
personnel; and 

• behave consistently with personal values. 

The focus of intermediate learning outcomes is on applying technical 
competence and professional skills to problems, projects and work 
assignments, which are characterized by moderate levels of ambiguity, 
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complexity and uncertainty. 

Indicative verbs used to construct learning outcomes include: apply, prepare, 
calculate, solve, produce, compare, analyze, select, prioritise, classify. 

Advanced . Learning outcomes will focus on the ability of the aspiring professional 
accountant to: 

• select and integrate relevant principles and theories from different 
areas of technical competence to identify and anticipate relevant 
problems and recommend decisions for management. 

• utilize relevant principles and theories from different areas of technical 
competence to evaluate, appraise and prioritize various decision 
alternatives. 

• resolve issues, anticipate problems, and develop useful 
recommendations for senior management; 

• complete work assignments reliably and independently for most 
“normal” situations and consult with supervisors to resolve complex 
issues; 

• contribute to work-related assignments and projects while acting as a 
resource of expertise for work colleagues; and 

• make judgments on particular courses of action drawing on 
professional values.  
 

The focus of advanced learning outcomes is on integrating different areas of 
technical competences and professional skills and applying these to problems, 
projects and work assignments, which are characterized by moderately high 
levels of ambiguity, complexity and uncertainty. 
 

Indicative verbs used to construct learning outcomes include: develop, design, 
integrate, plan, construct, recommend, evaluate, appraise, advise, consider, 
resolve, act, manage. 

Mastery Learning outcomes equip the experienced accounting professional to 
demonstrate technical competence, professional skills, and professional values, 
ethics and attitudes at a strategic level and in a wide variety of extremely 
complex situations, especially those occurring in a global environment. As a 
result the experienced accounting professional would be able to:  

• advise organizations on their governance structures, financing 
arrangements or strategic objectives; 

• serve as a role model within the accounting profession by behaving in 
accordance with accepted professional values, ethics and attitudes and 
provides lecture on these topics; 

• be recognized as a renowned industry specialist on accounting 
treatments in complex areas such as revenue recognition, identifying 
alternatives and solutions; and 

• provide directions on audit approaches of complex organizations, or 
transactions, including environments sensitive to fraud.  

 
Indicative verbs may include all prior verbs used from Foundation through 
Advanced proficiency levels where the context used is of a size of degree of 
complexity when judgment is a key factor only likely to be demonstrated by a 
highly experienced professional accountant. 
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PROPOSED WAY FORWARD 
 
4. The Task Force Chairs and Secretaries will take into account the directions of the Board with 

the aim of finalizing the proficiency levels for public consultation. 

 

Action Requested 
 
Q1. Do you agreed with the proposed descriptors for the proficiency 

levels of learning outcomes? If not, what amendment do you 
suggest? 
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Appendix 1  
Proposed Competence Framework for Professional Accountants  
 Knowledge Behaviour and Skills 

 For IPD, the context assumed for the demonstration of knowledge, behaviour 
and skills for the foundation intermediate and advanced levels is where the 
entity, situation, event or transaction is of a size or degree of complexity likely 
to be encountered by generalist professional accountants who have recently 
completed their IPD. 

Foundation Level 
 

Knowledge: The remembering of 
previously learned material (recall of 
facts). 
Comprehension: Demonstrative 
understanding of facts and ideas by 
organising, translating, interpreting, 
giving descriptions and stating main 
ideas. 
 
Indicative verbs:  Describe, Define, 
Identify, List, State, Explain, Illustrate, 
Interpret, Distinguish, Summarise 

Demonstrate willingness to learn, 
participate actively, question and 
challenge. Perform activities and 
related skills having received 
instruction. 
 
Indicative verbs: Commonly 
understood verbs may be used at 
one or more levels and are not 
restricted to one of these levels, as 
their use will be dependent on 
context. 

Intermediate Level 
 

Application: Using new knowledge. 
Solve problems to new situations by 
applying acquired knowledge, facts, 
techniques and rules in a different way. 
Analysis: Examine and break 
information into parts by identifying 
motives or causes. Make inferences 
and find evidence to support 
generalisation. 
 
Indicative verbs: Apply, Prepare, 
Calculate, Solve, Produce, Compare, 
Analyze, Select, Prioritize, Classify

Make judgements on particular 
courses of action based on 
professional values. Perform 
activities and demonstrate related 
skills reliably and independently. 
 
Indicative verbs: Commonly 
understood verbs may be used at 
one or more levels and are not 
restricted to one of these levels, as 
their use will be dependent on 
context. 

Advanced Level 
 

Synthesis: Compile information in a 
different way by combining elements in 
a new pattern or proposing alternative 
solutions.  
Evaluation: The ability to judge the 
value of material for a given purpose. 
 
Indicative verbs:  Develop, Design, 
Integrate, Plan, Construct, 
Recommend, Evaluate, Appraise, 
Advise, Consider  

Demonstrate self reliance and 
behave consistently with their 
professional value set at all times. 
Display proficiency in activities and 
related skills at a strategic level. 
 
Indicative verbs: Commonly 
understood verbs may be used at 
one or more levels and are not 
restricted to one of these levels, as 
their use will be dependent on 
context. 

Master Level 
 

All verbs and descriptors from previous levels may apply, but the context is 
more challenging, where the entity, situation, event or transaction is of a size 
or degree of complexity only likely to be encountered by experienced 
professional accountants or those in a specialised area of accounting or 
auditing. 
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Appendix 2- Extract of E-mail from CAG Member  
 
I wanted to share some thoughts on IES No. 3 and the Appendix in particular.  I guess that I 
fundamentally disagree with the framework laid out in the Appendix.   
 
I have attached a short file that I have taken from the course profile for an advanced course 
that I teach.  Table 1 is a work in process and it needs some modification to be true to the 
Bloom / Krathwohl framework presented in 2002 (which is the basis for part of what you 
have presented here).   
 
First, I am not sure that the proposed IES No. 3 framework is true to the two dimensional 
framework present by Krathwohl in 2002.  This has the cognitive skills of Remember, 
Understand, Apply, Analyze, Evaluate, and Create on one axis and various knowledge 
 areas on the other axis.  This is why I am working on a modification of Table 1 at the 
moment. 
 
Second, I think the differences between Foundation level, Intermediate level, Advance level 
and Master level is not related to the categories of Remember, Understand, Apply, Analyze, 
Evaluate, and Decide.  Rather as an accountant moves from the foundation level upward, 
an individual is able to handle higher degrees of ambiguity, complexity, and uncertainty.  At 
the advance and mastery levels problem recognition becomes more important and issues 
are not set for the accountant.   Also at fundamental levels, an accountant should be able to 
move through the processes of Remembering Knowledge, Understanding Theory, Applying 
Theory, Analyzing and Evaluating Problems and Making Decision in highly structured ways 
that have low levels of ambiguity, complexity and uncertainty.   
 
As are result, when we are on the conference call tomorrow, I would propose a very 
different way of thinking about the Competence Framework, and how we talk about 
Foundation levels, Intermediate levels, Advanced Levels and Master levels, more in line 
with the following.   
 
 
Developing Critical Thinking Skills 
 
One element of developing critical thinking skills involves developing the ability to 
remember knowledge, understand and apply theory, analyze and evaluate various 
situations, make decisions and act on those decisions.   
 
At introductory levels, critical thinkers learn new skills in highly structured ways, that involve 
moderate levels of realism, simplifying assumptions, and low levels of ambiguity, 
complexity, and uncertainty.  Donald Schon (1983) talks about this as the “high ground” of 
higher education where educators and students deal with precise, but relatively unimportant 
problems.  This is depicted in Table 2 below.   
 
In introductory courses, students develop skills of remembering knowledge, understanding 
and applying theory, analyzing and evaluating problems and making elementary decisions.  
The tools faculty use to assess how students have mastered material involve relatively clear 
multiple choice questions, very structured problems, and examinations that look very much 
like the homework and problems that have previously been assigned or worked in class.  
This is a good starting place for students, but it is also something that students need to 
grow beyond.   Traditional lecture methods are common at this stage of critical thinking 
development. 
 
Table 2:  Contexts for Developing Critical Thinking Skills 
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Modified 
Bloom / 

Krathwhal 
(2002) 

Cognitive 
Process 
Levels 

Remember 
(Knowledge 
Acquisition) 

Understand
(Theory 

Acquisition)

 
Apply 

  

 
Analyze 

  

 
Evaluate 

Decision 
Making 

and 
Taking 
Action 

 Introductory 
Level: Highly 

Structured 
with 

Moderate 
Realism, 

Low Levels 
of 

Ambiguity,  
Complexity, 

and 
Uncertainty 

      

Intermediate 
Level: 

Moderate 
Levels of  
Structure, 
Realism, 

Ambiguity, 
Complexity,  

and 
Uncertainty 

      

Advanced 
and graduate 

level: 
Unstructured 

with High  
Levels of 
Realism, 

Ambiguity,  
Complexity, 

and 
Uncertainty 

      

 
At intermediate levels of critical thinking, the critical thinker must continue to develop the 
ability to remember knowledge, understand and apply theory, analyze and evaluate 
problems and make decisions.  Here the critical thinker must address more challenging 
questions.  Problems are less structured and they are meant to develop the critical thinker’s 
ability to analyze and solve intermediate level problems.  Sometimes problems require the 
critical thinker to recognize unstated assumptions.  With more complex end of chapter 
problems, higher levels of inference and deductive reasoning are often required.  These 
problems involve moderate levels of realism, ambiguity, and complexity.  These problems 
often require students to transfer skills from one setting to another in ways that are 
moderately sophisticated.  Traditional lecture methods need to give way to more coaching 
and joint discussion of problem solving techniques. 
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Finally, in advanced and graduate level study the critical thinker is challenged with higher 
levels of realism.  As noted earlier,  this is an environment that Donald Schon (1983) refers 
to as the “swamp,” where the critical thinker addresses problems of important human 
concern that involve high levels of uncertainty and ambiguity.   Multiple choice questions 
are not appropriate here.  Complex problems and case studies require higher levels of 
professional judgment.  Case studies may have no right answers, but there may be 
preferred answers. Often the critical thinker must identify the problem first, and then bring 
all of the critical thinker’s problem solving skills to the forefront.  The critical thinker must 
demonstrate higher levels of communication skills to explain problems to colleagues and to 
develop and defend the basis for decisions.  At advanced and graduate levels, the critical 
thinker may turn to a supervisor or coach less for answers and more for guidance and 
mutual exploration.   
  
 


