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SUBJECT:  CPA Exam Summaries 
 

At the September AAC meeting, the agenda included some information outlining 
information received from the South Dakota Board of Accountancy on CPA pass rates. The 
SDBOA was concerned about the low pass rates especially when the pass rates of graduates of 
colleges/universities in SD are compared to those of graduates form similar institutions in the 
region.  Results of the 2005 CPA exams, which is published annually by the National 
Association of State Boards of Accountancy, Inc, was received and some changes were noted for 
programs in SD.  The attached file shows the success rates for students graduating from 
programs offered.  As a note, if fewer than 5 graduates took the exam, no summary is provided. 
 

In September, AAC agreed that institutions should provide a summary of what they are 
doing on campus to help students that are pursuing the CPA exam.  Some reports were received 
and these were reviewed by Board Staff and discussed briefly at the October AAC meeting.  It 
was noted that these submissions provided an overview of the curricular plan and while this was 
helpful in understanding where educating students preparing for the CPA fit within programs 
offered, the responses did not speak directly to the question asked.  Members of AAC should 
follow up to determine if CPA pass rates are used as one of the student learning outcomes for the 
program and, if so, specifically what steps are being taken to increase pass rates. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
****************************************************************************** 

RECOMMENDED ACTION 
  

 Discussion. 
 



 
 

PERFORMANCE BY ACCOUNTING SCHOOL 2005    
     % Passing    

School # candidates FAR AUD REG BEC ALL NONE SOME 
Augustana 8 50 25 12.5 50 12.5 25 62.5 
BHSU 13 23.1 15.4 7.7 15.4 0 53.8 46.2 
CTU 1        
DSU 3        
DSW 1        
Mt. Marty 5 20 0 20 20 0 80 20 
NAU 4        
NSU 16 31.3 12.5 18.8 6.3 0 56.3 43.8 
SDSU 5 40 40 40 60 0 20 80 
USF 6 0 0 0 0 0 100 0 
USD 32 18.8 28.1 21.9 28.1 9.4 40.6 50.4 

 
 
 
 
 
DSU Response 
Per our program coordinator, the CPA exam pass rates are not used in the student outcomes 
assessment program for the BS in Professional Accountancy at DSU.  The number of students 
taking the exam is too small to be meaningful.   
 
 
 
NSU Reponse 

Comments on Current CPA Candidate Performance 
 
After considerable discussion within NSU’s Accounting Department regarding the most recently 
available CPA examination results (i.e., 2004 results made available in the 2005 report), we 
believe the following points should be made: 
 

• The NSU accounting program, like practically all U.S. accounting programs, embraces 
CPA results as an important assessment measure.  In fact, we in accounting education 
believe we were decades ahead of the curve in learning assessment by using the CPA 
exam as an independent, nationally-normed assessment tool with its emphasis on 
qualification for a professional career. 

• Although NSU does not have a CPA preparation course, practically every course in our 
accounting program has CPA preparatory material embedded in the curriculum.  The 
reason we have not pursued a separate CPA preparation course is due to concern that it 
might not “make” each term with the requisite ten (10) students.  Also, our current 
staffing does not allow for a larger course inventory. 

• Reviewing CPA pass rate statistics, we believe NSU did not do too badly in relationship 
to other South Dakota and Minnesota universities. 



• One factor possibly lowering CPA pass rates nationwide might be the switch in exam 
scheduling from a strict twice-per-year administration to now six windows each year 
where students have more opportunities to take and retake exam parts and accordingly 
feel less pressure to pass within the first few tries. 

• Anecdotally, another observation is that accounting may be not attracting as high a 
caliber student as it once did due to equally well-paid and better subsidized opportunities 
in other business fields such as finance (banking), marketing, and certain management 
positions.  Accounting salaries are no longer top-tier. 

• It should be understood that the CPA certificate and license is only actually required for 
public accountants engaged in audit and attestation services, not tax accounting or 
consulting.   The CPA is also not generally required for private/industrial and 
governmental accounting.  NSU accounting graduates have increasingly joined private 
companies like Cargill and 3M as well as gone to work for local, state, and federal 
government where CPA designation is not required.  These other opportunities also offer 
better hours and benefits. 

• Since public accounting firms are currently in such dire need for new staff accountants, 
they have not “pressured” new hires to quickly pass the CPA exam as they once did.  In 
instances that we are familiar with at NSU, some of our graduates who went to work for 
public accounting firms, but in the tax and consulting areas, were not pressured at all to 
pass or even take the CPA exam. 

• Another concern is CPA pass rates from the SDBOA do not reflect pass rates of NSU 
students who take the CPA exam in other states where they are employed.  
 

We intend to continue our investigation of the issue. 
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