
August 12, 2016 
 
	
Dear Members of the Senate Educational Policy Committee, 
 
I am writing to offer an update on the proposed online delivery of our department’s 
existing Master of Science in Accountancy (MSA) program.  As required by the Senate’s 
Standing Rule 13, with this letter I am informing you that in adding this online option to 
our MSA program, we intend to increase program enrollment by more than 25% per year 
over each of the next two years.   
 
Background 
 
The Department of Accountancy at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 
has consistently ranked among the top accountancy schools in the United States. Both 
the Public Accounting Report and Accounting Degree Review have rated the Illinois 
graduate accounting program as one of the top accountancy master’s programs in the 
United States. 
 
Our MSA degree has, for many years, been offered in a one-year residential (face-to-
face) format, beginning in June of each year with Summer Session II. This program 
enrolls both students with limited prior accounting education as well as students with 
undergraduate degrees in accounting. In Summer 2016 the MSA had 154 students 
enrolled.  Our MSA program prepares students for success in accounting careers and 
provides the academic prerequisites for candidates who wish to take the United States 
Uniform Certified Public Accountant (CPA) exam. 
 
The MSA Online 
 
We now plan to offer the same MSA degree in an online format, with the first online 
cohort beginning in May 2017.  Degree requirements and the content of each course will 
be the same for the face-to-face and online forms of the program.  While the residential 
MSA is a one-year program, the online format will offer greater flexibility: online MSA 
students will be able to complete the 32 credit hours of coursework required for the 
degree on either a one-year or a two-year plan.   
 
The online form of the MSA will utilize the Coursera MOOC platform to assist with 
content delivery and marketing.  Some portion of the content of each course will be 
available as a non-credit MOOC, though only registered U of I students will have access 
to the full course content and full interactions with U of I faculty and teaching staff.  We 
expect that this strategy, combined with Coursera’s marketing reach, will allow us to 
achieve our enrollment goals while maintaining our current high standards for admission 
to the program.   
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Student demand for training in accountancy is large and growing.  Research conducted by 
the American Institute of Certified Public Accountants (AICPA) highlights the potential 
demand for graduate accounting education. Specifically, the AICPA’s 2015 Trends 
Report indicates: 
 

1. Enrollment in accounting programs overall (from the bachelors to the graduate 
level) reached record highs with approximately 253,000 students enrolled at all 
levels; the growth is almost entirely at the master’s level. 

 
2. Universities are optimistic about the growth of the profession as 70 percent of 

master’s of accounting programs expect enrollment to be the same or higher 
over the previous year. 

 
Moreover, interviews with human resource professionals from top accounting firms and 
other corporations, conducted by Coursera, determined that:  
 

1. Prospective employers would be willing to hire graduates of a high-quality 
online master’s in accounting program, as firms already are expanding their 
search for talent in a tight labor market in which competition among employers 
is rapidly increasing, and 

 
2. These prospective employers are not aware of any strong sourcing pipeline from 

currently available online programs. 
 
Thus, there is a strong need for this program.  A high-quality degree from a top 
accountancy program, offered at a competitive price, should be a very attractive option 
for many prospective students. 
 
The online version of the MSA will be a self-supporting program that does not rely on 
state funds.  All required courses will be taught by Department of Accountancy faculty, 
as will some elective courses.  MSA students will also be able to take some iMBA 
courses to satisfy elective course requirements.  MSA students will not take courses 
outside of the College of Business.   
 
We currently have a top ranked accountancy program, but maintaining this ranking 
requires vigilant attention to visibility and resources. We need to capitalize on this 
opportunity created by strong demand for accountancy to further establish the University 
of Illinois as a leader in this field.   
 
Faculty Involvement and Shared Governance 
 
Department of Accountancy faculty have been integrally involved in the design and 
approval of this degree program, and many will be involved in teaching courses in the 
program. The program was discussed at a Department faculty meeting and has been 
approved by both the Department Advisory Committee and the College of Business 
Educational Policy Committee. 



 
The online MSA will employ a bi-annual assurance-of-learning process and use student 
exit surveys to gather data on learning outcomes for the program. This is the same 
approach we use with our on-campus MSA program. Data gathered from this process is 
shared with our Department Advisory Board (consisting of public accounting partners 
and C-suite executives from the industry) from whom we solicit input. After receiving 
this input, the MSA Curriculum Committee (composed of department faculty) meets to 
determine what changes (if any) should be made to the curriculum and other aspects of 
the program every other year. 
 
Enrollment Plans 
 
Although it is difficult to precisely estimate the demand for this program, we have a goal 
of enrolling 100 new students in the online MSA for May 2017.  Subsequent cohorts will 
begin once per year, in May.  We expect that expansion will create capacity beyond the 
initial 100 student cohort target, and the Department of Accountancy will closely monitor 
the experience of students to ensure the academic rigor of our MSA program is 
maintained. 
 
As Head of the Department of Accountancy and Dean of the College of Business, we will 
work in close collaboration with faculty and staff to ensure this program grows 
responsibly, making strategic investments in scaling to create reputational and financial 
capital for the University of Illinois.  Accountancy remains committed to maintaining the 
university’s very high admissions standards and will use this program to continue 
enhancing our global reputation. 
 
Thank you for your continued support as we invest in this opportunity. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Jon S. Davis  Jeffrey R. Brown 
R.C. Evans Endowed Chair in Business Lakonishok Professor of Business 
Head, Department of Accountancy Dean, College of Business 
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