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Don’t miss the NEXTGEN Accounting Career Fair
TUESDAY,
SEPTEMBER 19, 2017
ACCOUNTING CAREER FAIR 2017

NEW YORK CITY BAR ASSOCIATION
42 WEST 44TH STREET
NEW YORK, NY 10036
9:00 A.M.–4:00 P.M.

Young CPAs, CPA Candidates, and Students, Find Your Next Job!
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Learn about job opportunities at top accounting firms.
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Small and Medium-Sized Firms, Exhibit with Us!
è

Enhance your firm’s recognition and connect with New York’s best new talent.
To register as an Attendee or Firm Exhibitor,
visit www.nysscpa.org/2017careerfair or call 800-537-3635.
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Seizing opportunities
Accountants may follow a variety of career
paths to becoming a CPA, but Todd Arkley has
certainly taken one of the more unusual ones. At
one time an aspiring Buddhist monk and landscape gardener, he now provides tax, accounting
and financial services to the cannabis industry in
Washington state. Find out how Todd got in on
the ground floor as a business adviser to a burgeoning industry that requires creativity, and how
he has built up a very successful practice.
Much of what it takes to become a successful
CPA involves recognizing an opportunity and
seizing it. Being able to identify those opportunities often comes with experience. That’s why we
asked four CPAs at various stages in their careers
what advice they would give to their younger
CPA selves. What they said may surprise you.
One opportunity you’ll definitely want to take
advantage of is our upcoming NextGen workshop series. Beginning in August, each workshop
will focus on a different skill critical to new CPAs’
success: From networking how-tos and business
etiquette 101, to personal branding and interpersonal communications in the office, these work-

shops, monthly through November, will give you
an edge in a competitive job market.
If you are a student or a recent graduate, don’t
miss our annual Career Fair on Sept. 19 at the
New York City Bar Association in Midtown Manhattan. The NYSSCPA’s Career Fair is designed
for NextGen members like you to interact with
recruiters from some of the New York City area’s
top small and midsized firms. Freshen up those
resumes, dress to impress and be ready to connect with local firms. If this is your first career fair,
register now for our Career Fair workshop on
Aug. 3, so that you’ll know what to expect and
how best to prepare for the event. I guarantee
that you will increase your chances for success at
the Career Fair if you attend this workshop. You
may even leave with an interview or two lined up!
Take a look at our ad on the opposite page for
more information about the Career Fair.
As always, please reach out to me if you have
any questions about our NextGen programs or
would like to get more involved. I am here to help
you get the opportunities you need to launch a
successful career.

Stephanie E. Doctor
NextGen Program Administrator
sdoctor@nysscpa.org

Let us know what you think
Tweet us at: @nysscpa#NextGen
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Not your
traditional
career path

WHAT IF CPAs COULD
TRAVEL BACK IN
TIME AND GIVE
ADVICE TO THEIR
YOUNGER SELVES?

FOUR PROFESSIONALS, AT
VARIOUS STAGES OF THEIR
CAREERS, DO JUST THAT.

5

WHAT’S THE WORST
THAT CAN HAPPEN?

THREE WORST-CASE
CAREER SCENARIOS AND
HOW TO SURVIVE THEM.

When Todd Arkley graduated from college, accounting
was the furthest thing from his mind. But now he has a
thriving practice as a CPA to the legal cannabis industry.
what do you think of the new CPA exam?
1O So,
Five CPA candidates who have taken both the new
and previous versions reflect on the exam changes.

CONTENTS
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APPS TO UP YOUR
ACCOUNTING GAME

“Your best ideas
can come from
those moments
where you have
allowed yourself
to pause, reflect
and think clearly to
arrive at the best
outcome.”
-LOUIS C. GRASSI
(See page 4)
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NEWS AND INFORMATION FOR YOUNG PROFESSIONALS

WHAT IF CPAs COULD
TIME TRAVEL AND GIVE
CAREER ADVICE TO
THEIR YOUNGER SELVES?
Back to the Future, 1985, Universal Pictures

By Chris Gaetano

We asked four CPAs at various stages of their careers to consider the following scenario: You’re sitting
at a table. Sitting across from you is you, but a younger version of you whose career has just begun. You
have five minutes to give that younger version of yourself whatever career advice you can, based on your
own years of experience. What do you tell your younger self? Here’s what they said.

LAURIE LANDRY Senior Audit Manager

SUZANNE BREIT Partner

Devote more attention to sharpening your communication skills, through
an organization like Toastmasters International, to facilitate your
relationship-building with colleagues and clients. One of the most
important aspects of this type of career is your network, both
internal and external, and early in my career I was not encouraged
to spend time away from my desk to have more face time with
people. Nurturing relationships is a key factor in being successful
and having a more fulfilling career.
You also need to seek out more mentors, whether
strictly in accounting or just in the corporate world,
[who] can help you, especially as a woman in the
corporate world, to navigate your career path.
Right now, you’re focused on your career path
and your short- and long-term goals, but
as life happens, it is important to embrace
change and constantly adapt to new priorities
while still maintaining focus.
Take time for yourself and your family, to
be able to give your career 110 percent, and
don’t lose sight of the importance of personal goals to
maintain physical and mental health. I am constantly learning how
to integrate family and work life, and had I known years ago that
these challenges were ahead of me, I believe I could have embraced them and overcome them at an earlier age.

Definitely do an internship, preferably two
different ones. This way, you can get a better feel for the industry while also gaining an understanding of the business
aspect of accounting. Also become
actively involved in professional organizations (not just as a member) early
in your career.
Don’t be afraid to network, to get
your face out there, and put in all the
hard work now while you have the time to do
so, before starting a family. It can be frustrating, but it pays off.
But, conversely, work on a better and healthy work-life balance.
After graduating college and starting an entry level position,
you’ll have the feeling of needing to always work, work, work.
But if you put in the hours you need to and work hard—not just
punch a clock—I think it’s possible to have a little more balance.
Finally, all the 60-plus hour weeks will pay off in the end.
You’ll work hard and build a great career and be fortunate
enough to work for a firm that will be very supportive through
all the stages of it: You’ll start out full time at entry level, and
then go part time when your kids are born, and then return to
full time a few years later and, finally, eventually, through a lot
of hard work and long hours, you’ll make partner.
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LOUIS C. GRASSI

Managing Partner/CEO
When you build a business, there
are so many steps along the way that
they don’t teach you about in business
school. We’ve all heard the expression
that the “school of hard knocks” can
be the best teacher.
My failures were
great teachers.
Thankfully, my
successes
outnumbered
them. Value
your time. It is a
finite resource. You
must plan carefully
how you share it, value it and guard it.
You will be inclined to say yes to
every request for your time. You will
think there is an opportunity behind
every interaction. Develop your own
system of ascertaining who is worthy
of your time. Use it to learn from other
partners from backgrounds different
[from] your own. Use it to network,
but know when to move on from a
network that doesn’t fit your business.
Use it to study and gain knowledge
about your profession and industry.
Use it to stay up to speed on current
events and issues that affect people. Your clients want to work with
someone who is well rounded. Your
business will take 100 percent of your
focus. If the request for use of your
time detracts from that or doesn’t add
value to it, graciously decline.
Develop a system to make sure
you value your time correctly for the
services you are providing. Most small
businesses go out of business in the
first year. Value your time, bill it and
collect.
Lastly, guard a few moments in
every day to bring your mind back to
quiet. A quiet mind can be far more
creative than a harried mind. Your best
ideas can come from those moments
where you have allowed yourself to
pause, reflect and think clearly to
arrive at the best outcome.

ELLIOT L. HENDLER Retired

Do not
accept
unfair
criticism.
Over the
years,
people
have
found me
a little
forward,
but if
someone says
something
that’s
wrong,
you need
to speak
on your
own
behalf.”
—Elliot L.
Hendler

First, I wonder, if, through this conversation, I’m
interfering too much in the order of things. People
learn the hard way, and we don’t want to make young
Elliot Hendler avoid all these pitfalls. Or do we? That’s
a deep philosophical question. But anyway, good or
bad, right or wrong, here goes:
You have to work on communication skills. You need
to recognize that, like it or not, you’ve got to talk to people in a rational, cool manner without losing control and burning bridges.
I’ve been in the profession 60 years now, and I didn’t spring up possessing
these things. They have to be recognized and worked on, and it’s not always
easy to find circumstances to do that, but certainly just talking to people
helps. Also, don’t forget that this skill set includes writing. It’s important to
know how to write up a note in the workpapers or a letter or a request or a
response. I spent many years working on the written word.
You need to overcome your fears and be confident in yourself. Be bold
and aggressive. Sometimes you have to make a bold move. Also, always
speak up for yourself. Do not accept unfair criticism. Over the years, people
have found me a little forward, but if someone says something that’s wrong,
you need to speak on your own behalf. People will say you’re being defensive, as if it’s a bad thing to defend yourself when you know you’re doing the
right thing! Defensive is good in this case! Try not to take any crap.
And sometimes you will find incompetent and nasty people rise to the top,
promoted by other incompetent and nasty people. Conversely, you can be
the good guy and do the right thing and be diligent and professional and
have integrity, but still be misunderstood, unrecognized and occasionally
screwed over by those same incompetent and nasty people. I don’t want to
discourage you, young Elliot, but accounting can be a tough profession for
those that take it seriously. So be alert and learn to quickly figure out who
the good guys are and see what makes them tick and how they talk and how
they respond to situations, and learn to emulate them.
Also, young Elliot, you need to recognize that not everyone is like you.
People are different, and you need to see this doesn’t make them worse or
better than you. All you can do is the best you can to recognize those differences and work with them so you can avail yourself of skills you don’t have.
Finally, though, you should know that luck plays a big part. Like it or not,
fate or luck or providence or whatever you call it will play a major part in
shaping your career—where you work, for whom you work, how you work;
the people you do or do not interact with, both co-workers and clients, will
have a profound effect. Recognize that you can’t control everything. Best to
focus on the things you can control. 
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Sometimes, whether
from your own actions or
those of others, you face a
genuine career crisis, the
kind of event that leaves
you wondering whether
you have any future in this
profession at all—a truly
worst-case scenario. While
going through something
like this is never pleasant,
however, it doesn’t necessarily mean you have to
start your career over from
scratch. You can recover
from a major career crisis,
provided you stay calm
and make the right moves.
By Chris Gaetano

$
Scenario 1: You’ve made a very expensive mistake, one that costs your company a significant chunk of
its annual revenue. Maybe your actions brought on a lawsuit or regulatory measures or the loss of your
firm’s biggest client. Regardless, your blunder has cost the company millions of dollars, and the news
has spread throughout the industry. You’ve already been fired. How will you ever find another job?
The first thing you need to do is acknowledge the
mistake and take responsibility, according to Dan Moran,
founder and president of Next-Act: Career Management
& Transition Specialists. Trying to deflect blame and deny
responsibility, he said, only serves to draw attention to
the event and makes you look even guiltier. That stops
you from being able to just move on.
“The key,” he said, “is to accept what occurred, embrace it and say, ‘OK, this happened. I can’t change it; I’m
not going to waste my time trying to change it.’”
It’s important to also think about what you learned
from the mistake and what you can do to avoid repeating it, said Susan Arth, a consultant with Careerminds, an
outplacement service. It’s also important, however, to understand that a single mistake, even a big one, does not
define you for the rest of your life. “I would not advocate
[that] you throw away everything you worked for, espe-

Scenario 2: You shared evidence of corporate malfeasance with federal authorities, which led to an investigation and numerous fines.
Somehow, your identity as the whistleblower became public. While
it feels good to do the right thing, you find yourself with a reputation as a “troublemaker.” How do you boost your career prospects?
Companies hesitant about a known whistleblower may be less worried
about the act itself and more about why you did it, according to Weinreb.
Future employers might be worried that you blew the whistle to get back
at someone, or to get your name in the papers, or because you just hated
the company and wanted to bring it down. Telling your story right is vital to
setting these fears at ease, she said.
“You really have to be able to weave this story to let people understand
… [you] wanted what was best for the company,” she said.
Arth added that while, yes, there are companies out there that see being
a whistleblower as a liability, there are others that understand it is an asset.
Being known for doing the right thing, even at great personal cost, can be
appealing to the right employer.
“If you’re a whistleblower, I think you look for companies that might really
value that kind of person. So maybe there is a place for you if you’re on the
straight and narrow, and with some companies, you can even lead with that
and say, ‘You know this is my reputation, and I really embrace it,’” she said.
And if things really are bad, Moran noted that you can take all your skills
and talents somewhere else, at least for a little while—everyone needs
accountants.
“If you’re someone who’s [viewed as] a troublemaker because [you’re] a
whistleblower, redirect. Your talents, skills, can be used elsewhere. … Especially if you go into an organization—and there’s so many jobs open right
now it’s incredible—maybe smaller in nature, where you can go in as a manager or director and rebuild yourself,” he said.

cially if it was a mistake and nothing you did on purpose,
or not something criminal—it was a mistake. Everyone
makes mistakes,” she said.
When seeking a new job, it’s important to draw
attention to all the good things you’ve done outside the mistake that got you fired, said career coach
Beverly Daniel, founder of CareerGrowth Group. She said
to “frame” the incident as an aberration in an otherwise
stellar record. “Emphasize the positive—my glowing references here, my contribution there, my next contribution
at some other place—and that this was a down point.”
Finally, while getting a reference from your former employers may be out of the question, Sharon Weinreb,
an executive coach with CareerCoach.com, said that
it might be worth it to seek out other people who can
speak on your behalf. “Look at the relationships you’ve
built [up] to now. They will become your references.”

Scenario 3: You have become the subject of an Internet mob.
Whether it came from a tweet you thought was harmless or a
video taken at an unguarded moment, you have been disparaged all over the net. What do you do now?
Do not get defensive. While it can be tempting to fight every anonymous
commenter you come across, Erik Bernstein, vice president of Bernstein Crisis
Management, said that this is one of the absolute worst things you can do. So
what to do instead? You need to communicate, one, that you understand the
situation and why it came about; two, that you’ve done something about it; and
three, what you will do to reduce the chances of this happening again.
“You [may] wind up needing to do interviews ... or you can self-publish now,
using social media or your own website,” he said.
Once you’ve gotten your story out there, Bernstein said to just lay low for
a little while. Your main concern will be monitoring to see if new rumors are
cropping up and correcting them when they do.
Also, understand that when you interview for a job, it’s pretty certain that
the company will know about the incident, so be prepared to talk about it.
By observing the chatter online, you can anticipate questions and have good
answers to them. But, Bernstein noted, it’s important to be proactive.
Moran said that as bad as this may be, you’re probably not alone. He suggested seeking allies, people who might be able to speak positively about you.
Bernstein estimates that an Internet scandal can last anywhere from a few
months to a year, depending on its severity and searchability. After some time
has passed, he said you might want to consider reapproaching media outlets
that published stories about you and talk about how things have changed
since then. It may not completely solve the problem, but it’s something.
NEXTGEN | 5

NEXTGEN_7-18-NO-LABEL_printer 3-13.indd 7

7/18/17 6:22 PM

Accounting
For Your
Future

{

GAMING APPS FOR ASPIRING CPAs

There are a growing number of apps to help test
your knowledge of accounting. Some are specifically focused on studying for the CPA exam, but
the choices don’t end there—other apps offer
more offbeat options. Here are some examples.

Tax Fight!

Players answer multiple-choice accounting questions
to throw punches in “Tax Fight!,” a free gaming app
from John Gillingham, a CPA who develops apps for his
company, Accounting Play. This app combines boxing
and quizzing into a unique take on studying. You’ll know you’re
learning when you finally “knock out the government.”

Accounting Quiz Game

With a design reminiscent of one of the sky levels from
Super Mario, this free game, also from John Gillingham,
tests your knowledge with multiple-choice questions
that require you to select the gold coin next to the correct answer. “Debits & Credits,” from the same developer, takes
a more binary approach to questioning, with the same gold coins
and the same backdrop.

The Accounted

Students living and working on Long Island and
in New York City can earn a graduate degree in
Accounting through the high quality instruction
and small classes offered by SUNY Old
Westbury’s School of Business.
M.S. in Accounting
30-credit program for those with an
undergraduate accounting degree

A drama-laced mystery, “The Accounted” follows
detective ACE as she investigates mobster Tony Zootz in
1940s New York City. Players solve puzzles and answer
multiple-choice questions, as they sort through Zootz’s
balance sheets to find clues of his wrongdoing, practicing the
basics of accounting along the way. The app, from Rocketfuel
Productions Inc., costs 99 cents.

Accounting Bootcamp

First, you’ll be welcomed by your coach—a
friendly owl sporting a military hat, a whistle
and a clipboard. Then, you’ll be thrust into
the first round of multiple-choice questions.
As to be expected, questions progress in their
level of complexity as you move forward. This
app, developed by Linda Lovata, an accounting professor at Southern Illinois University
Edwardsville, is free. – Zach Simeone

51-credit program for other business majors

M.S. in Taxation
30-credit program for specialized accounting instruction
All programs meet the New York State Education
Department 150-credit requirement.
Graduate studies at SUNY Old Westbury:
Affordable SUNY tuition, professional instructors,
convenient location and scheduling.

516-876-3200 • enroll@oldwestbury.edu
www.oldwestbury.edu/graduate
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ONE CPA’s JOURNEY

T

here’s the typical path to
becoming a CPA, and then
there’s Todd Arkley’s path.

Unlike many in his field, the Seattle-based CPA
did not major in accounting, did not intern at an
accounting firm and did not frantically try to balance getting an accounting job with finding time
to study for the exam upon graduation. Arkley, in
fact, had no business aspirations at all when he was
in school and for many years after that.
While today Arkley is one of the foremost experts in the burgeoning legal marijuana industry,
with clients drawn almost entirely from that sector,
he was first an aspiring Zen Buddhist monk, then
a landscaper, then an office manager and then a
CFO. He acknowledged that his journey into the
profession was a little unconventional.
“In college, I definitely was not, ‘Oh, I want to be
an accountant,’ or even go into business school,”
he said. His major at Pomona College in Claremont, Calif., was American Studies, with a focus
on politics and literature.
Like many young graduates, Arkley left college
with a question on his mind: What’s life all about?
He thought perhaps he could answer this question
through spiritual exploration. He traveled to San
Francisco to enroll in the San Francisco Zen Center, which eventually led him to take up residence
at a monastery in Carmel Valley.
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Arkley (r) at a
cannabis industry
caucus, 2016

Arkley in Nepal, 1994 in college

Arkley at the NYSSCPA’s
Marijuana Symposium, 2016

“I thought, ‘Well, I’ve got nothing else going
on’—it was my early 20s,” he said.
Arkley spent the next two years studying, meditating and doing various chores to earn his keep,
including landscaping and farming. Through this
experience, he found that he liked working outside
with plants. He didn’t take the formal steps of becoming a monk and ultimately left the monastery
because he decided that he had gone as far as he
could at the time in his spiritual studies, and it was
time to move on. He relocated to Seattle, where
he leveraged his experience to get a landscaping
job. While the work itself was satisfying, he noted
that Seattle has extremely dreary winters. It was
one of Seattle’s rainiest winters in years, and he
began doubting whether this was what he wanted to do with his life. When he brought this up to
his supervisor, he was told that the current office
manager-accountant was leaving, so Arkley said he
would like to do that instead.

“It really lit the spark—this is really interesting—and [I] started taking [accounting] classes
at the community college, and that’s where it
started,” he said. “[At first I] wanted to get out of
the rain, but it really did click, and I said, ‘Yeah,
this is something I really like.’”
He worked as the landscaping firm’s accountant for a few years and then, looking for new
challenges, found a temp job at a law firm that
quickly turned into an office manager job, where
he was responsible for all the billing and accounts
payable. He learned everything he could there
and then moved on to another law firm, where he
eventually became CFO. In 2010, while he was
CFO, he studied for and took the CPA exam—a
process that took up every evening and weekend
for more than half a year—and got his license.
He left the firm in 2013 and planned to take
about a year off to figure out what it was he wanted to do. Voters in Washington state had passed
a ballot initiative legalizing marijuana for recreational purposes in November 2012, but, because of licensure requirements, there wasn’t yet
much of an industry at the time. Arkley realized
that this was a great opportunity to get in on the
ground floor of an industry he knew would be
taking off in a very short time.
“The way it really was, it was one of those
cliché things: I was, like, ‘Legal cannabis! They
need CPAs!’” he said.

Todd Arkley’s top 5 tips for CPAs who
want to break into the cannabis industry

1.

Have an honest conversation with yourself about whether you are comfortable with breaking federal law. You cannot
be halfway engaged with the cause of cannabis legalization;
you either need to be 100 percent in or 100 percent out.

2.

Study as much as possible about Section 280E of the
Tax Code, via source documents and CPE courses, before
even beginning to engage with cannabis businesses.

3.

Commit to being a Jack or Jill of all trades. Most cannabis businesses are small and need a trusted financial adviser,
not just a tax specialist.

4.

Attend as many networking events and conferences as
you can. Face-to-face time is crucial for establishing trust.

5. Volunteer time with a nonprofit, an organization or an
event that promotes reform of the federal drug laws.

With no background at all in the
already-existing medical marijuana
industry or in cannabis culture, in general, Arkley set out to learn as much as
he could about how the sector works.
He went to continuing professional
education (CPE) sessions about the
industry, attended marijuana industry
conferences, contacted local nonprofits and showed up at as many meetings
and events as he could that focused
on cannabis. By networking at all of
these events, he was able to establish his initial
client base as well. Arkley noted how important
real connections are in that industry—marijuana
had, for years, operated in a legal gray zone, even
for approved medical purposes, and so the people
involved in the industry at that point were a pretty tight-knit group.
“One of the things I assumed was, ‘I’ll just
be around, I’ll listen and show up and be myself
and try to become friends with people because I
know, especially in cannabis, there’s a lot of trust
needed,’ and it was just at the beginning where
there might be a situation with people coming in
as carpetbaggers,” he said.
While word about him spread in the community, Arkley said that it still took a while for business to come in, as the major players were still
in the application process. The clients came late
in 2014, after they had secured their licenses and
began to grow crops.
“There seemed to be this inflection point when
everyone was busy getting their applications and
licenses, and then once they started growing, they
settled down and said, ‘Man, I need an accountant.’ Then it’s just been referrals,” he said. He
added that he knew he was doing all right when
he stopped running out of business cards because
he had all the clients he could conceivably handle.
Since starting his practice, Arkley Accounting
Group, Arkley has found that marijuana industry clients are both remarkably similar to and remarkably different from any other type of client.
On one hand, despite the stereotypes, they have
the same needs and concerns as any other small
business client. Arkley said they need to manage
payroll, pay taxes, reconcile their books and use
accounting software—the “boring” day-to-day
matters that come with running a company.
On the other hand, marijuana industry clients
are still dealing in a substance that is illegal under
federal law. This can make tax planning difficult,
especially when accounting for 26 U.S. Code
280E, which forbids making any deductions in
connection with the sale of illegal substances.
This means that a lot of procedures that would
be taken for granted with any other business
client become more complicated when it concerns marijuana industry clients.
“I’m always talking about cost of goods sold
and how you want to inventory everything, and
that would not be my position with any other
client. [Clients generally react by saying,] ‘No,
I don’t want to capitalize everything!’ The hard
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“There seemed to be this
inflection point when everyone
was busy getting their
applications and licenses, and
then once they started growing,
they settled down and said,
‘Man, I need an accountant.’”
part, as a CPA, is you have to realize 280E is
going to distort a lot of your normal business
thinking,” he said.
Last December, Arkley was a panelist at the
first-ever Marijuana Symposium presented by
the New York State Society of CPAs (NYSSCPA).
At the symposium, held in Manhattan, he spoke
about these tax planning issues, explaining that
because Section 471 of the Tax Code, concerning
general rules for inventories, is not affected by the
280E prohibition, he tries to fit as many items into
the cost-of-goods-sold category. He also noted that
this technique applies only to marijuana manufacturers and processors, not retailers. The NYSSCPA
hosted the symposium in order to educate the profession and the public, in recognition of the fact that
the marijuana industry is one of the fastest growing
industries in the country.
At the time, he acknowledged that circumstances
could change under the new administration, particularly the new U.S. attorney general, who, he
said, has been using some “real old school drug war
language.”
Arkley noted, however, that, so far, there have
been no substantive changes to federal law or regulatory policy that would necessitate major action,
and he added that many of his clients have been
actively cultivating connections with Republican
lawmakers to discourage any harmful actions.
It’s important for CPAs looking to get into the
marijuana industry to consider whether they are
comfortable taking on clients that, by the very
nature of their industry, are breaking federal law,
Arkley said. It was something that he, himself, had
to have a good long think about before opening up
his practice.
“Am I willing to help companies violate federal
law? It can’t be half yes or half no. It has to be 100
percent in or fully out. So those are the things I tell
people—if you’re not comfortable or think it’s too
risky or your firm doesn’t want to do it, there’s no
point if you can’t commit,” he said.
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Beginning in April, aspiring CPAs were the first to take the revised Uniform CPA Examination. The new exam places less emphasis on multiple-choice questions in favor of more
task-based simulations that require critical thinking and analysis to solve properly. We asked
five CPA candidates who recently took the revised exam what their impression was of it.

STEVEN MEDITZ, 27, Bellport, N.Y.
Steven received his bachelor’s from SUNY
Old Westbury in 2013, and his master’s in
2014. He currently works at JT Schulman &
Company, P.C., in tax.

ANGELA WELSH, 48, Somers, N.Y.
Angela graduated from Pace University
in May 2016. She works for D’Ambrozio,
Newman & Co., LLP, a small public
accounting firm in Hawthorne, N.Y., as a
staff accountant in both tax and audit.

NICK MARIANI, 22, Shrub Oak, N.Y.
Nick is two classes away from earning his
master’s in public accounting from Mercy
College. Currently, he attends classes and
studies for the CPA exam. He begins a
full-time position at KPMG starting in
October, on the tax side.

KATHLEEN FICUCIELLO, 31, Wall, N.J.
Kathleen graduated from Georgian Court
University in 2012 and currently works at
David M. Muldowney, Jr. CPAs, in Colts
Neck, N.J., as a staff accountant, with a
heavy focus on auditing.

KELLY ROHRS, 27, Oceanside, N.Y.

KELLY ROHRS, 27, Oceanside, N.Y.
Kelly studied mathematics for two years
at Hofstra University, took four years off from
school while she worked, then graduated with
a degree in accounting from SUNY Old Westbury last December. She just completed her
fourth tax season at Maron & Lawrence, LLC,
a public accounting firm in Rockville Centre,
where she is now a senior accountant.

When did you take the new exam? How far along
are you in the exam process? Which sections did you
take, and which ones do you still need to take?
SM: I took AUD [Auditing and Attestation] May 17. I’m taking FAR
[Financial Accounting and Reporting] on July 25, and I took REG [Regulation] back in January, which I passed. I’ve got to reschedule BEC
[Business Environment and Concepts] because that’s the hardest one to
pass—I’ve failed twice already.
NM: I took [AUD] on May 26. I am currently studying for REG. I have
taken both tests a few times but have yet to pass either.
AW: I took BEC in January of this year and passed, and took REG on
May 23. My plan is to take FAR in early September and AUD in early
December.
KF: On May 22, I took FAR. I’ve passed BEC and REG, and will sit for
AUD in the upcoming testing window.
KR: I took my first exam during our busiest month, February. Since I
just finished my auditing class in December, I thought it would be a good
idea to take AUD first, considering our office does not perform audits,
and I wanted to try to get one in before the exam changed. Unfortunately, I joined the “74” club, but I didn’t let it get me down! I started studying again for AUD immediately after April 15. I took the new format
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new exam, I thought it was still easier than the practice tests, but not to
the same degree as the old exam.
KF: I went in thinking the
exam would somehow be noticeably more difficult, because
why would it be revamped to be
easier? But in general, I didn’t notice the marked increase in difficulty like I expected.

of the exam on May 15, but now
will not find my grade out until
August 17. I have moved onto the
second topic, which will be REG
for me. I have sat twice for AUD
and will take REG on August 14.
How does the new exam
compare with previous
experiences you’ve had
with the exam, generally?
SM: I liked it. There were more
task-based simulation questions,
which gives you more opportunities to acquire points. With multiple choice, you get it wrong and
you get no points at all, but if you
get part of the task question correct
and another part wrong, you still
have something to show that you
know the material and just made
a mistake on one portion of the
question. And since they changed
the weight so everything is 50-50
now, you have more opportunity
to get to that beloved 75.
NM: Compared to the older version of the exam, I felt that this new
format is a little more challenging.
For both exams, you needed to
know a deep level of accounting
issues; however, this new exam really requires you to have a complete
grasp of the accounting concepts
being used as well as being able to
perform those accounting concepts.
AW: When I took BEC under the
old exam in January, I found that
the exam was much easier than the
practice tests on Becker. For the

The new exam emphasizes task-based simulations
and scales back multiple choice. How did this
affect your experience in
taking the exam? Was it
more difficult? Less?
NM: I felt that the new exam
was more difficult. The old exam
allowed you to get away with
memorizing definitions and concepts in order to master the multiple-choice section. Being more
task-based, the new exam requires
you not only to memorize the
concepts, but also to understand
why the concepts are being used
and how to use them. … There is
little room for error on the new
exam, so you need to have a full
understanding of the concepts.
AW: The task-based simulations
made the test more difficult, definitely. At least with the multiple
choice, if you haven’t got a clue
what the answer is you can take a
guess, but that’s much harder with
the simulations. The sims also require a greater understanding of
the material, as opposed to memorization.
KF: I am hesitant to say it was
“easier,” because it’s the CPA
exam. However, even though
there were more testlets, [each
one was] shorter, with fewer
multiple-choice questions and
task-based simulations, so it just
seemed a little more manageable
not to have such long sections to
work through. From what I understand, FAR is the section that
has changed the least. I went into
the exam thinking it would be
much more difficult than the “old”
version but didn’t find that to be
true; they were pretty comparable.

The new exam is intended to be more authentic
to the kind of work
expected of new CPAs.
To what degree did you
find it relevant to your
own experiences?
SM: In AUD, I was able to use
some knowledge from my job to
study, so I wasn’t completely in the
dark scratching my head. The questions there were actually very, very
relevant to what you do in the field
and that was pretty awesome—if
you can use personal experiences in
the field and apply it to the test, you
can do so much better.
NM: I am working on the tax
side of the industry, so I can’t
really speak on how authentic
the work was because I took the
auditing part. However, by taking
both the old and the new exam, I
could see how this could be true
because of the increase in taskbased questions.
AW: The test was very relevant to
my experience. I have been working as a staff accountant in public
accounting for a year and was able
to draw on my work experience
to answer some of the questions.
One question in particular was to,
in essence, complete a personal
tax return. Having just come off
my first tax season, I had completed many Lacerte [tax preparation]
organizers, and that’s exactly what
I did to answer this simulation.
I wrote out an organizer on the
scrap board and then entered the
data into the answer sheet. It’s the
only simulation I am confident I
got 100 percent on!
KF: There is only so much of an
extent to which multiple choice
and task-based simulations can
emulate real life. I may see more
of a correlation when sitting for
the AUD section because that’s the
work I do the most. Even though
the multiple choice and sims are
weighted the same (50 percent
of your grade each), getting away
from multiple choice and focusing more on sims is a step in the
right direction because of the authoritative literature resource. In

real-life accounting firms, if a new
hire doesn’t know something, or
isn’t sure of the latest regulations or
guidance, he can research it.
KR: Considering [that] our firm
does not practice audits, I do not
think that it was relevant to me in
particular. However, we do produce compilations and preparations, and our office had its peer
review this year. I was able to assist
on the peer review, and felt it was
directly related to my studies for
the AUD exam. I believe the REG
exam will be more relevant to the
everyday work we do in our firm.
The exam was meant to
have higher content integration (e.g., an audit
question might involve
concepts from FAR).
Was this something you
noticed in the questions
and, if so, how did it
affect things?
SM: Oh, yeah. I got a straight FAR
question on AUD, and it threw me
off at first, but it was something
that the authoritative literature
talked about, so I was able to look
up the situation I was given, and
I tried to give my best answer. I
don’t know if I got it right—I never
will—but it does throw you off and
it’s something you’re not expecting
to study. When you’ve studied audit and never looked at the other
subject, it’s kind of like something
out of left field.
NM: I definitely noticed more integration from other parts. When the
test went to the new version, Becker
also provided me with an updated
version of study material so I was
able to see the differences in the
old content compared to the new.
Something I noticed was different
concepts I was unfamiliar with, and
the instructor would say, “You may
see this in the FAR section,” etc. So,
yes, I did notice that the exam covered a wider range of topics.
AW: This was something I noticed
in the questions, that there were
elements of what I had studied for
BEC in this [REG] section. I’m also
seeing it in the prep I’m doing now

The new exam requires you not only to memorize the concepts, but also to
understand why the concepts are being used and how to use them.” –Nick Mariani
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for FAR. In theory, it’s probably a
good idea, as these areas do overlap, but I’m not sure that it’s fair
in terms of the exam. If you’re going to allow us to break the exam
into four sections, it doesn’t seem
right to include elements in the
test from areas we might not have
studied yet.
KF: It’s my understanding that FAR
is what the other sections build off
of, a sort of foundation. I’ll probably see more of it when I sit for
AUD, because a solid understanding of GAAP is necessary to perform audits. I saw content integration with the old exam, and didn’t
notice a higher degree this time
around.
KR: I think this concept makes a
lot of sense, and it makes it easier
to relate your everyday work (if you
are in the field), if they are incorporating other accounting concepts.
It’s also longer. Did that
make any difference in
terms of stress (e.g., less
stress because there’s
more time, more stress
because it goes on for
longer, etc.)?
SM: It didn’t really affect me.
There were fewer multiple-choice
questions, something I knew I
was strong with. I tried to gear
myself to have a little more time on
simulations, which I was able to do
so I could take my time and make
sure everything was correctly
answered.
NM: For me, time doesn’t play a
major role because I am a quick
test taker; however, I did take
more time on this exam than I
usually do. For me, having more
time would reduce stress because
it gives you more time to go over
questions multiple times and do as
much research as you can on the
simulation questions.
AW: I tend to be a fast test taker,
and completed REG in 2.5 hours.
I don’t know that the difference in
time made it more stressful, but I
certainly walked out of the exam
feeling more drained and exhausted than when I took the first part.
The way they have changed the
test by adding more simulations
means that more time is required.
These simulations take a long time

and a lot of thought. There’s no
way to zip through them.
What was your overall
impression of the new
exam?
SM: I liked it. With the weight of
the exam and how it’s designed
now, it’s testing candidates in a
new way to make them think
and earn their grade, but it’s also
given more leniency in helping
them achieve a passing grade
because some might not be good
at multiple-choice questions, but
when given a straight simulation
question, they can feel more confident. When there are two answers
in a multiple choice that both seem
correct, that can trip people up.
NM: My overall impression of
the new exam is that it is definitely more challenging then the
old exam. I have always felt that
the simulations were harder than
the multiple choice, so by adding
more simulations and decreasing
multiple-choice questions, this
new test posed a greater challenge for me. However, because
it is harder to me, it made me
study harder and really attempt
to grasp the underlying concepts
that each question asked. So
although the test is harder formatwise, I don’t believe it will be
harder to pass for people. If you
really know your concepts and
principles, then you will be able
to do just fine on the exam.
AW: Overall, the new exam is
more difficult than the previous
version.
KF: I like the shorter testlets. I like
that we have a built-in break and
the clock stops. My biggest issue
was actually with the exam content
and the material tested. It seemed
incredibly lopsided and not an accurate measure of basic knowledge
of CPAs-to-be.
KR: Honestly, my overall impression of the new exam was that it
was not that different from the
previous version. The content was
not changed dramatically, and I
thought the questions were similar. However, I will study more
task-based simulations and for a
longer period of time for the REG
exam. Best of luck to my fellow
CPA candidates!
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