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The 2010-2011 academic year 

marks the twenty-fifth year for 

the School of Accounting. To 

celebrate the milestone, on    

October 29th the School hosted 

an all-day event which featured 

continuing professional educa-

tion sessions with appealing 

topics such as “Motivating & 

Developing the Millennia Gen-

eration”   and “The Business of 

Wine: Making Wine & Making 

Money,”  replete with tastings 

from some currently successful 

wineries. The day culminated 

with a dinner hosting JMU 

alums, employers and support-

ers. The dinner featured a vari-

ety of speakers, who together 

wove a striking verbal tapestry 

of the school’s colorful his-

tory.   
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 In the spring of 2010, inspired by the Beta Alpha Psi/Ernst & Young Diversity Initiative competi-
tion, Catherine Smathers, along with other Beta Alpha Psi members, began to brainstorm ways in which they 
could make a difference. Through that process the concept of a student-led diversity group, the COB Student 
Diversity Council, emerged. Although the proposal did not win the E&Y Diversity Initiative award, Cath-
erine was unwilling to abandon the concept. Accordingly, she applied for the group’s recognition as an offi-
cial COB organization, which was granted in the fall of 2010. The COB Student Diversity Council (COB 
SDC) is the only student-led diversity group on campus.  

As stated in the group’s organizational proposal, the COB SDC seeks to “develop ways to increase and en-
hance diversity within the College of Business by planning events and programs that: 

·  Promote awareness and understanding of the increasing importance of diversity in modern-
day business 

·  Create an environment that brings together diverse perspectives and fosters diversity of 
thought 

·  Encourage active involvement in the College of Business and provide opportunities for devel-
opment and future success post-graduation.”  

With Catherine serving as president, the COB SDC  wasted no time in endeavoring to 
fulfill those objectives, organizing a council member discussion on diversity with Mr. 
Art Dean, Special Assistant to the President on Diversity, participating in the Take-a-
Look Day,  and co-hosting (with the accounting firm of Deloitte) a career launch 
workshop, all in its first semester. The council’s spring 2011 calendar looks equally 
ambitious, with plans to co-sponsor a speaker series featuring speakers from various 
companies, participate in a student panel during JMU’s annual Diversity Conference 
and organize an alumni panel presentation for April.  

Not surprisingly, Catherine’s contagious enthusiasm and passion for the group’s mission have not gone un-
noticed. Under Catherine’s leadership, the COB SDC has more than doubled in size; now boasting a mem-
bership of approximately fifty members. The council recently received an Innovative Diversity Enhancement 
Award (IDEA) grant to fund the group’s participation in the Pamplin Multicultural Diversity Council’s fifth 
annual Diversity Conference at VA Tech. On January 27th, Catherine was the student recipient of JMU’s  
Diversity Enhancement Award, an honor bestowed on one student annually.  Finally, in an ironic turn of 
events, on February 2nd, the group received $500 for their success in the first round of the 2011 Beta Alpha 
Psi/Ernst & Young Diversity Initiative competition, granting them the opportunity to compete in the finalists 
round. 

Catherine will graduate in May with a BBA in accounting. She plans to continue working with the COB 
SDC, serving as the Alumni Representative to the council upon graduation. She will start her professional 
career this fall working in Ernst and Young’s audit department, where she hopes to become involved in its 
diversity programs. 
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Many students leaving home to start 
college are saddened to leave behind 
the family dog or cat, secretly mus-
ing that the pet will likely not sur-
vive their absence. However, for 
Jimmy Weisner, leaving behind his 
pets was not an option. Rather, he 
was forced to do something much 
more distressing; sell them. Trans-
ferring the care of an iguana, two 
leopard geckos, a bearded dragon, a 
Chinese water dragon, an Argentine 
black and white tegu, and a ball py-
thon was an unacceptable option to 
Jimmy, and not surprisingly, also to 
his parents.  
     Jimmy chose to visit JMU be-
cause it was one of the few schools 
that offered a sport management pro-
gram. Impressed by the friendly at-
mosphere, the breathtaking vistas, 
and the large, yet intimate campus 
Jimmy matriculated into JMU’s 
sport management program. Once 
Jimmy recognized that he would 
benefit from a broader business cur-
riculum, he decided to add account-
ing as a second major, making him 
as unique an accounting major as an 
Argentine tegu is a pet. However, 
Jimmy’s innovative double major 
and his distinctive choice of pets are 
not the only factors making him 
noteworthy among his peers.  
     Like a lot of teenagers, Jimmy 
became an avid fan of 90’s rock mu-
sic, attending as many rock concerts 
as he could manage while a high 
school student. Once when attending 
a Pearl Jam concert, his favorite rock 
band, Jimmy made an observation 
that ultimately would serve as the 

for his success as a young entrepre-
neur, while at the same time motivat-
ing him to take his childhood liking 
for pet reptiles to a new level.  
Jimmy observed that many fans’  
fervor exceeded even his own, mak-
ing those fans perfect candidates for 
memorabilia bidding wars. 
     When attending concerts, Jimmy 
began to buy up the limited quantity 
memorabilia. For instance, Pearl Jam 
hires an artist to design a concert 
specific poster to be sold at each 
concert in limited quantities. Not 
surprisingly, the posters sell out min-
utes after the gates are opened. 
Jimmy decided to test his inspira-
tion. He arrived early at the concerts 
and bought up as many of the posters 
as he could afford, and starting in 
June, 2008 began to list them on 

them on eBay. Amazed with the 
amount that customers were willing 
to pay for the memorabilia, Jimmy 
expanded his newfound business to 
include additional music memora-
bilia from a variety of bands, travel-
ing to music festivals in Tennessee, 
Michigan and New Jersey to develop 
his inventory. 
     In 2009, Jimmy expanded his 
inventory to include not only music 
memorabilia, but vinyl records and 
concert tickets. He grossed an im-
pressive $23,200 in sales for the 
year, earning him recognition as a 
“PowerSeller”  on eBay. In addition, 
he was awarded eBay’s “Top Rated 
Seller”  distinction for his high cus-
tomer satisfaction ratings.  
     Even with his sustained eBay 
success, Jimmy’s entrepreneurial 
appetite was not satisfied. Moving 
off campus into housing that permit-
ted caged pets would allow Jimmy to 
reconnect with his childhood passion 
for pet reptiles and feed that appetite. 
Among his former reptile collection, 
his favorite had been the bearded 
dragon. Jimmy bought two of the 
creatures with the hope of breeding 
them and selling their offspring. Af-
ter a year of growth, Jimmy success-
fully conditioned and bred his 
bearded dragons. He invested in an 
incubator and ultimately hatched 
over 200 baby bearded dragons. He 
sold all of them through reptile 
shows along the east coast and local 
pet stores, keeping a few in reserve 
for future breeding. At twelve years  
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The Accounting Doctoral Scholars Program was started by the American Institute of CPAs to en-
courage CPAs with experience in auditing and taxation to pursue their PhDs.  Although in existence 
only 2 years, two graduates of our program have received these grants, Katie Leber and John 
Lauck.  Katie was the JMU valedictorian of the class of 2007. She worked for the accounting firm, 
Deloitte, in McLean, VA.  John Lauck (BBA 2006, MSA 2007) has received a grant for next year 
and is currently applying to graduate programs.  In addition to these students, two faculty members 
from JMU have entered PhD programs in recent years (Sandra Cereola and Irana Scott). 

“ In my view, the fact that so many 
individuals associated with the 

School of Accounting have recently 
chosen to pursue academic careers 
is testament to the culture we have 
created within the JMU School of 

Accounting.”   

 

Dr. Paul Copley, Director, School 
of Accounting   
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 Dr. Alex Gabbin, a member of the accounting 
faculty since 1985, followed by Dr. Benke with his 
perspective of the school’s odyssey until the present. 
Dr. Gabbin’s passionate commitment to JMU and the 
complete development of each student is evident in 
nearly everything he undertakes. (Please see Maximiz-
ing Potential, Accounting Newsletter, Spring, 2009.) 
 Next, Lauren Harris, an MSA student, pro-
vided a present day perspective. Finally, Dr. Paul Cop-
ley, the current director of the School of Accounting, 
looked to the school’s future. Following is a synopsis 
of their accounts. 
 During his tenure at JMU, Dr. Roof, who 
describes himself as the dinosaur of the department, 
has witnessed the amazing transformation of not only 
the accounting program, but also the university. When 
he first joined the accounting faculty, he felt that 
Madison was a relative unknown, not to mention the 
accounting program. Now, more than three decades 
later, the College of Business and the School of Ac-
counting enjoy recognition in many of the national 
college rankings, in large part because of the innova-
tive progression which occurred in the School of Ac-
counting. For instance, he credits the School of Ac-
counting for the current university-wide faculty and 
promotion policies. Under the direction of Dr. Benke, 
the School of Accounting established promotion and 
tenure policies. Eventually, the entire university under-
took similar policies.�
 Dr. Benke was hired in 1981 by Dr. Mervywn 
Wingfield, the accounting department chair at the 
time, in part to spearhead the establishment of a jour-
nal of accounting education. At the time, no journal 
existed which had accounting education as its primary 

focus. With the enthusiastic support of the entire fac-
ulty, Benke found the intellectual and administrative 
capital necessary to initiate the plan. However, finan-
cial capital was another matter. Benke presented the 
idea at the annual AAA meeting in hopes of collecting 
one hundred, twenty dollar subscriptions. The new 
journal exceeded that goal five times, signing up five 
hundred initial subscribers. Now, with adequate capi-
tal, the journal could launch. Accordingly, in 1983, 
under the leadership of the department of accounting’s 
recently founded Center for Research in Accounting 
Education, the Journal of Accounting Education was 
established. 
 With selfless dedication to the publication’s 
success, the faculty contributed in every way possible, 
even handling billing and advertising. The publication 
did, in fact, enjoy tremendous success domestically 
and internationally, realizing a profit of about $25,000 
annually. JMU’s accounting faculty managed all edit-
ing and publishing of the journal for five years, at 
which time it became apparent that the publication’s 
success was requiring more time than the faculty could 
collectively contribute. So, in 1988 the publication was 
sold to Pergamon Press for $85,000. In 1993 the jour-
nal became the official journal of the International 
Association for Accounting Education and Research. 
Until that time, the faculty retained and exercised all 
editorial rights.  
 After the sale of the journal, the Center for 
Research in Accounting Education undertook a new 
project; publishing books of readings. Once again the 
faculty made enormous contributions of time, publish-
ing eight books, some of which focused on accounting 
education while others focused on higher education in 
general, until the project’s end in 1997. 
 Another noteworthy accomplishment was in 
1984 when the program of accounting and the MSA 
program each became accredited by the AACSB 
(Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Busi-
ness), on their initial attempt. Shortly thereafter, the 
accounting firm of Arthur Anderson offered the de-
partment of accounting $50,000 to become a school of 
accounting. A seeming nuance, the recognition offers 
considerable prestige. However, before the program 
could apply for such recognition, the entire university 
needed to undertake some significant organizational 
changes. Namely, all the instructional “departments”  
at the university needed to become “colleges.”  The 
college president approved the reorganization and in 
so doing created the various colleges at the university, 
including the College of Business. In 1985, the ac-
counting and masters programs were established as the 
School of Accounting within the College of Business, 
whereby, explains Dr. Benke, it “became one of the 

Dr. Brad Roof, a member JMU’s accounting faculty 
for over 30 years, was the first speaker of the evening. 
He provided an image of the early stages of the ac-
counting program. Dr. Roof is the first educator to 
chair the VSCPA’s board of directors, a role he filled 
in 2006. He currently is chairman of the American 
Institute of CPAs Nominating Committee and a mem-
ber of the American Accounting Association Out-
standing Manuscript Committee. He also holds the 
unique and prestigious Certified Wine Professional 
certification. (Please see COB Professor Earns Pres-
tigious Wine Certification) 
 Following Dr. Roof was Dr. Ralph Benke, a 
member of the accounting faculty from 1981 to 1997, 
and the first Director of the School of Accounting. He 
described the developmental stages of the School of 
Accounting. Dr. Benke is remarkable not only for his 
many contributions to JMU’s accounting program, but 
also for his contributions to the university at large. 
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elite.”  After achieving this distinction, the school cre-
ated a board of visitors to serve in an advisory capac-
ity, the legacy of which still exists and serves the 
school today. 
 The School of Accounting enjoyed its new 
found status until 1997, at which time, as Dr. Gabbin 
recalled, the university decided to “aspire to no silos.”  
Accordingly, all campus colleges were reorganized as 
“programs.”  Until this time, the school had enjoyed 
leadership under such model academicians as Dr. 
Ralph Benke, Dr. Kent St. Pierre, Dr. Al Mitchell, and 
Dr. Alexander Gabbin, each serving a period as direc-
tor of the School of Accounting. However with the 
eradication of the schools, the position of director of 
the School of Accounting was eliminated as well. After 
a brief period without leadership, the accounting de-
partment was permitted to become a “program of ac-
counting”  and accordingly reestablished a leadership 
role; director, program of accounting. Faculty mem-
bers Dr. David Fordham, Dr. Kathy Sullivan and Dr. 
Brad Roof each served a period in this role until 2004 
when Dr. Paul Copley was hired to fill this role. Under 
the guidance and direction of Dr. Copley, the 
“program”  was reestablished as the School of Account-
ing.   
 Lauren Harris pointed out that the school con-
tinues to enjoy noteworthy accomplishments from an 
innovative faculty that hold positions of prominence in 
academic and professional organizations.  For instance 
the JMU’s CPA Exam Boot Camp (please see JMU’s 
CPA Exam Boot Camp, Accounting Newsletter, 
Spring 2009), the brainchild of Dr. Copley and Dr. 
Roof, now enjoys national recognition as universities 
and colleges across the nation undertake similar pro-
grams. More impressive though are the results of that 
exam preparation program, launching JMU MSA 
graduates who take the CPA exam to tremendous lev-
els of success. JMU now enjoys being consistently 
ranked among the 25 schools with the highest passing 
rate among first time candidates with advanced de-
grees, and was in fact fourth in that ranking for 2009. 
 Can JMU’s School of Accounting sustain such 
an enviable level of success? Quoting from Charles 
Dickens’s well known A Christmas Carol - “spirit of 
the future, I fear you more than any specter I have 
seen”  - Dr. Copley broached the topic of what the fu-
ture may hold for the school. Dr. Copley cited three 
areas of national concern that might create fear for the 
continued success of the school’s future and proposed 
ways of how to tackle these fear-provoking challenges. 
 
Fear  #1: Immigration and the associated uncertainty it 

generates: Dr. Copley suggests that this fear can 
be best summarized with a question: “Can our 

country offer economic opportunity to an increas-
ingly immigrant population?”  This has historically 
been a controversial topic in our nation. 

Initiative: The accounting profession has always been 
a profession that attracts immigrants, in part be-
cause it does not require a large contribution of 
capital in order to participate. JMU can now easily 
attract immigrants because of the local demo-
graphics changes, and could use this to their ad-
vantage. 

Fear  #2: Foreign competition for jobs: Dr. Copley 
points out that “Although outsourcing was pio-
neered by the largest accounting firms, even CPA 
firms in Harrisonburg now outsource tax returns.”  
What does this mean for jobs for future graduates? 

Initiative: JMU needs to prepare students for a global 
workplace with an international experience that 
makes them comfortable dealing with other cul-
tures. 

Fear  #3: State support for higher education. States 
have enormous obligations and little discretion in 
how to spend resources. In the 25 years of our 
school’s history there has been a fundamental 
change in the how much discretion states have 
over their spending, a change that was never envi-
sioned by James Madison and the other founders. 

Initiative: We now have 25 years of successful gradu-
ates that could help. “ Is there a program at JMU 
whose graduates can more clearly attribute career 
success to what they learned in the classroom than 
the accounting program,”  Dr. Copley rhetorically 
inquired. 

 
The past was bright and with the continued innovation 
and enthusiasm of the faculty, the support of alums 
and the success of JMU students, the future may very 
well be brilliant. Nevertheless, one thing is certain; 
anyone who has had the opportunity of being associ-
ated with JMU’s School of Accounting has an under-
standable measure of pride, best expressed with Dr. 
Gabbin’s introduction to his address: 
 

“There has been no place that I have 
been in my work, in my vocation that 
has been more meaningful to me than 
James Madison University. There is 
nothing for which I feel more sense of 
pride than what this school has done; 
with its graduates, [ I’m]  extremely 
proud, and also as part of something 
that legitimized in the minds of everyone 
around this nation that accounting edu-
cation is nothing to be ashamed of.”  
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of age, when Jimmy’s interest with reptiles began, 
little could he have imagined that this fascination 
would provide a benefit greater than even that realized 
as a pet caretaker. 
     Jimmy’s great entrepreneurial successes, especially 
as an accounting major, may prompt the often asked 
question “are entrepreneurs born or made?” 
Bloomberg Businessweek columnist Karen Klein, in 
her July 23, 2010 article by that title, opines “ that one 
does not have to be a ‘born entrepreneur’  to succeed, 
but it certainly helps.”  She explains that the question 
has recently been tackled scientifically in studies of 
twins in which Scott Shane, the A. Malachi Mixon III 
Professor of Entrepreneurial Studies at Case Western 
Reserve University, participated. In his book, "Born 
Entrepreneurs, Born Leaders," Shane looks at just such 
recent scientific research to evaluate the role of genes 
in career selection, noting that researchers have found 
“ that the tendency toward entrepreneurship is about 48 
percent ‘heritable,’  meaning influenced by genetic 
factors.”  However, in that same article Ms. Klein notes 
that it appears that the same innate characteristics that 
lead to entrepreneurship can destroy the very success 
the entrepreneur seeks. According to John Delmatoff, 
an executive coach in Murrieta, California "most en-
trepreneurs fail at what they try to do … because they 
rely too heavily on their innate skills and not enough 
on learned skills."1  
      Apparently Jimmy has “ the gene.”   However, he 
credits much of his business success to JMU’s Ac-
counting School curriculum. He believes that what he 
gained in the classroom enabled a positive experience 
for him in the “real world.”  It seems that Jimmy has 
found the balance between the two opposing forces. 
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