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INTRODUCTION

This paper compares accounting education in the United States with accounting education in Croatia.  Prior to Croatia breaking away from Yugoslavia in the early 1990s accounting education in Croatia was heavily oriented toward training people in the reporting to government agencies.  With the establishment of the nation of Croatia came a significant change in economic systems.  The country moved from a controlled economy (socialist) to a market economy (capitalist).  With the move towards a market economy came a need for a change in accounting education.  This paper examines some of the differences in education between universities in Croatia and the United States.  The direction that accounting education is taking in Croatia is forecasted.   

CURRENT STATUS

There are some fundamental differences between accounting education in Croatia and the United States.  Three identifiable differences are: (1) The comparability of programs between universities, whether the program is specific to the university or to other programs in the nation, (2) The focus of the program, i.e, whether the program is focused on the discipline or whether it is more general, and (3) The relative emphasis on research, experience, and knowledge.

The Croatian university model is comparable to those throughout Europe, where each university has a unique program.  United States universities have programs that are very similar to each other.  The similarity of United States programs is understandable because of the influence of the American Assembly of Collegiate Schools of Business (AACSB).  In addition, United States universities have historically preferred hiring faculty who were educated in other universities, thus they bring the perspective of the school from which they graduated.  Croatian, and European, universities have been more inclined to hire their own graduates   Some of the advantages of university specific programs are more diversity of programs, more experimentation of programs, and programs that are more dependent upon the capabilities of the faculty rather than having faculty fit their abilities into the program.  Some disadvantages are that transfer between schools is difficult and there is not general understanding among employers as to the knowledge of graduates.  

Croatian programs are more focused on disciplines, whereas United States programs are more general with an emphasis on the discipline.  European university education was for the elite students.  Students eligible for university education were identified early in their secondary education.  In the United States a large percentage of the population attended universities so the average education level of those admitted to the universities was lower.  In addition, in the United States, university education was viewed as an extension of secondary education that lead to the “well educated individual.”   These factors influenced United States universities to include more general education in their curricula.       

Finally, Croatian programs have more research and experience emphasis than United States programs.  United States programs have more of a knowledge emphasis.  The major reason for this difference is probably the fact that Croatian programs are more narrow (heavily discipline oriented) and deeper in a discipline.  Croatian programs have more time for research and experience activities.  United States programs are broader therefore there is less time to delve more deeply into a discipline.  In addition, European universities have been more research oriented in general than have United States universities.

The diagram below represents these differences.
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Related to the general models explained above is the examination model.  Although these two issues are not necessarily related, they tend to be related.  There are three examination models: Program Model, Interim Model, and Course Model. 

Under the program model, students are examined at the end of their program.  There are written and oral examinations, sometimes including an examination of the students’ research activities.  Some advantages of this model are that students can be examined on a more comprehensive level and much more extensively.  In addition, students do not feel the pressure to study for exams so they can spend more time studying in depth.  However, a disadvantage of this model is that students delay studying until examination time.  Unfortunately, as most people do in everything they do, students tend to enjoy themselves rather than study.

Under the interim model, students are examined at the end of a period, usually a year.  Examinations are both oral and written and are more focused (more narrow) than those given under the program model.  

Under the course model each course stands alone with an examination at the end.  The course may be for a year, a semester (1/2 year), or a quarter (1/3 year).  Exams are restricted to a topic or a segment of a topic.  Exams may be oral or written but the greater the frequency of the examinations, the more likely they are written.

The Croatian system has been more of an interim model whereas the United States system has been more of a course model.

Accounting education in the United States has been influenced significantly by accounting professionals.  This influence is accomplished through professional organizations, the establishment of professorships, financial contributions to accounting programs, etc.  Accounting programs in the United States tend to be sensitive to the views of the professional community.  An accounting profession is developing in Croatia but has not yet impacted the educational programs.  

Croatian education has tended to be instructor specific, where each instructor publishes and uses their own texts.  United States education has tended to be topic specific where instructors use generally available texts.  Few United States professors publish texts.

Croatian students could not transfer credit for courses taken because courses were not comparable between universities.  By contrast, United States students often change majors or universities and expect that credit for courses completed will be granted toward the new major or at the new university.  Some of these differences are driven by cultural views.  Croatian (and European) students decided on a career path early and stayed on path towards that career.  United States students usually change their career paths at least once.  Students are often encouraged to change either because of a lack of interest or lack of ability in a career.  There is little stigma attached to failure in the United States as students try various paths.  

WHAT IS IN THE FUTURE?

Croatian and European university education has been changing towards the course model and nation (or in this case, European) specific.  Many European universities encourage (and some require) their students to take some of their courses (often a full year) in other countries.  In addition, the programs are moving towards an emphasis on knowledge rather than the strong emphasis on research and experience.  However, programs continue to be very discipline focused.     

The Bologna Declaration established a new model for European universities that is more like the course model.  During the next four years Croatian universities will likely conform to this model.

United States accounting programs are tending to move more toward offering more professional experiences via greater interest in internships or co-operative educational experiences.  A survey of Croatian students in the Faculty of Tourism and Hospitality Management, University of Rijeka, found that Experiential Exercises and Management Simulations were considered the two most important elements of their education.  [Persic, et. al, 2002].

United States programs are also becoming more encouraging of students to participate in foreign exchange programs.  The increasing emphasis on internalizing business programs accelerates this move.  

Overall, accounting programs in the two countries will become more similar and interrelated.  Hopefully, the best of both programs will emerge.
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