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It’s college scholarship season and the AICPA is raining  
money on college students who are planning to pursue 
their CPA license after graduation. AICPA Legacy 
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because we’re about 
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Cover Story

The AICPA’s proposed changes  
to the Uniform CPA Exam-
ination are designed to enhance 
testing of higher-order skills 

that newly licensed CPAs need to have 
in the wake of changes in the profession 
that have altered job responsibilities.
 These proposed changes have been 
crafted, not to make the CPA Exam 
harder to pass, but rather to reflect the 
profession’s evolution and keep the 
exam in step with the profession. 
 “Tasks that a newly licensed CPA 
may have done in the past are now ei-
ther largely mechanized through elec-
tronic mediums” or are being handled 
by non-CPAs, said Rick Niswander, 
CPA, CGMA, Ph.D., outgoing chair-
man of the AICPA Board of Examiners.
 Although technical skills remain im-
portant, the need for CPAs to possess 
higher-order skills early in their careers 
has increased. The proposed exam update 
would keep the current four exam sec-
tions (Auditing and Attestation, Business 
Environment and Concepts, Financial 
Accounting and Reporting, and Regulation) 
but change how content is assessed. The 
proposal builds on the hierarchy of skills, 
which now includes “applica tion” and “re-
member and understand.” Questions as-
sessing higher-level analysis skills would be 
added to all sections, and the AUD section 
also would assess skills of the highest level, 
evaluation. These are proposed changes, 
and formal, final changes are scheduled to 
be announced in April. Some of the major 
proposed changes include:

• Enhanced testing of higher-order 
cognitive skills that include critical 
thinking, problem-solving, analytical 
ability, and professional skepticism.

• A blueprint for each section of 
the exam illustrating the knowledge 

and skills that will be tested, which 
are linked directly to tasks that are 
representative of the work of a newly 
licensed CPA. The blueprints would re-
place the current Content Specification 
Outline and Skill Specification Outline 
and would contain more information 

The CPA Exam: What’s Next
You’ve probably seen messages from review course providers: Changes are coming in 2017. But 
just what does that mean? By Rebecca Doel and Ken Tysiac, AICPA.
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both for exam takers and educators in 
their preparation.

• A plan for more task-based simula-
tions for the exam. These would test a 
combination of content knowledge and 
higher-order skills. Task-based simula-
tions are the most effective way to test 
higher-order skills and would be added 
to the BEC section for the first time. 
There would be eight or nine task-based 
simulations each in the AUD, FAR, and 
REG sections, and four or five of these 
simulations in the BEC section.

• An increase in total testing time 
from 14 to 16 hours. Each section 
would be allotted four hours. This repre-
sents an hour added to the BEC section 
to accommodate the addition of task-
based simulations, and an hour added 
to the REG section, partly because of an 
increase in task-based simulations. A re-
view of the exam showed that prepared 
candidates had sufficient time to com-
plete the AUD and FAR sections. The 
cost of the exam is expected to increase 
as a result of the time expansion.

 With the proposed changes, it is an-
ticipated that the scoring weight of mul-
tiple-choice questions and task-based 
simulations will be about 50% each in 
the AUD, FAR, and REG sections. The 
BEC section will likely have an approxi-
mate score weighting of 50% multiple 
choice, 15% written communication, 
and 35% task-based simulation. This is 
a change from the current breakdown 
of multiple-choice questions weighted 
60% and task-based simulations 40% in 
the scoring of the AUD, FAR, and REG 
sections. The BEC section’s current scor-
ing weight is 85% multiple choice and 
15% written communication.
 Along with regular exam content 
reviews, the AICPA periodically con-

ducts a comprehensive practice analysis 
to ensure that the exam continues to as-
sess the technical knowledge and skills 
necessary for initial licensure to protect 
the public interest. Information from 
the practice analysis was used to develop 
the proposal for the next exam.
 The research showed that the pro-
fession supports changes to the exam to 
enhance testing of higher-order skills 
and ensure it remains aligned with the 
types of tasks newly licensed CPAs per-
form regularly.
 Chris Ekimoff, CPA/CFF, CGMA, 
CFE, MAFF, director of forensic & 
litigation consulting at FTI Consulting, 
said, “In my opinion, the CPA Exam 
is shifting emphasis from ‘knowing 
the rules’ to ‘applying the rules’ related 
to much of its current subject mat-
ter. According to the recent updates 
on the exam changes by the AICPA, 
this shifting focus will be illustrated by 
more questions that ask candidates to 
analyze a situation and provide an ap-
propriate answer using those rules. As a 
hypothetical example, take the current 
criteria related to the proper treatment 
of leases, either capitalized or expensed. 
Instead of a question asking ‘Which 
one of the following is not a criteria for 

capitalizing a lease,’ a question may pro-
vide a scenario in which a company cur-
rently has leases of a certain type, and 
asking the candidate to appropriately 
adjust those leases based on the criteria. 
The candidate will be required to stop, 
think, apply, analyze, and answer—not 
just regurgitate a list.”
 “We agree that newly licensed CPAs 
are being asked to perform tasks and 
analyze data at more sophisticated levels 
than ever before,” one state board of ac-
countancy regulator said in response to 
an AICPA invitation to comment. “As 
such, it is imperative that the examina-
tion constantly evolve and test at appro-
priate levels.”
 Generally, the current exam equally 
assesses remembering and understand-
ing skills and application-level skills.
 “The changes proposed for the exam 
definitely reflect a more applicable mind-
set for a staff CPA in their working life,” 
said Ekimoff, a member of the AICPA’s 
Student Recruitment Committee. “I 
can’t think of a time a junior staff has 
been asked, ‘Quick! Recite all the con-
siderations for eliminating intercompany 
entries!’ More likely than not, they’ll be 
evaluating the appropriateness of those 
eliminations, and being more familiar 

Accounting graduates 
in demand

    Although job openings have been spotty in many 
professions since the last recession, accounting 

graduates have been in high demand.
   Hiring of new accounting graduates by 

public accounting firms reached record 
levels in 2014, according to the AICPA 

report 2015 Trends in the Supply of Accounting 
Graduates and the Demand for Public Accounting Recruits. 

The 43,252 new accounting graduate hires reported in 2014 
represented a 7% increase over 2012, when the most recent 
previous survey was taken. Master’s degree hires saw the larg-
est growth, with an 11% increase over 2012. Over the same 
period, bachelor’s degree hires increased 5%.
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with the application of the rules will ben-
efit their understanding and their work 
on the project.”
 Under the proposed update, high-
er-level analysis skills would be tested in 
portions comprising approximately:

• 15% to 25% of the AUD section. 
 The AUD section also will include 
 5% to 15% evaluation, for a total of 
 20% to 40% analysis and evaluation 
 combined.

• 20% to 30% of the BEC section.

• 25% to 35% of the FAR section.

• 25% to 35% of the REG section.

 Overall, the exam would have fewer 
multiple-choice questions and more 
task-based simulations. 
 “Newly licensed CPAs have needed 
to have those skills for years and years and 
years. It’s just that the demand for having 
more of those skills has increased,” said 
Niswander, the vice chancellor for ad-

ministration and finance at East Carolina 
University in Greenville, N.C.
 In addition to making the exam 
relevant to the skills needed by newly 
licensed CPAs, some proposed changes 
would also be intended to make the 
exam more convenient for candidates 
to take.
 The new blueprints for each sec-
tion of the exam would illustrate the 
knowledge, skills, and types of tasks that 
would be tested, assisting exam takers 
and educators in their preparation.
 By 2018, new software will be in-
troduced to improve the technological 
delivery of the exam as well as to mod-
ernize the look and usability, creating 
a better overall candidate experience. 
Excel spreadsheets also could be added 
to the exam in 2018.
 “In terms of preparation, candi-
dates will definitely have to adjust their 
study habits and focus to match the 
changes to the exam,” Ekimoff said. “As 
the CPA Exam continues to lend itself 
to testing real-working world situations, 

the bar for candidates will not be raised, 
per se, but their thinking will be chal-
lenged on the exam to meet the require-
ments of a new CPA on the job.”
 Holly Hawk, CPA, CGMA, a lec-
turer at Clemson University and the 
University of Georgia, said, “I believe 
that students should be aware of the 
changes but should not be nervous 
since these changes are very much in 
alignment with how our classroom 
learning is designed. In my courses, 
I communicate to my students the 
specific learning objectives at the be-
ginning of the course and each class. 
These objectives include a focus on 
enhancing problem solving, criti-
cal thinking and synthesizing skills 
through the use of various assignments 
and case studies.”
 Official announcements about 
the changes will be made in April 
2016, with the next exam set to de-
but in 2017. Visit ThisWayToCPA.
com/2017CPAExam for news about 
the 2017 CPA Exam changes.

Cover Story

 Do you need help as you pursue the right 
to place the three precious letters (C-P-A) 
after your name? ThisWayToCPA, fueled by 
the AICPA (aka the writers of the Uniform 
CPA Examination), created a single-stop 
resource for all things exam: the CPA Exam 

& Licensure Center.
 This feature gives you handy advice 
and links for everything you need to know 
about the CPA Exam—current and future. 
For example: Want to know what to expect 
before you get there on test day? Take a 

test drive by visiting a test center to find out 
how Prometric administers the CPA Exam.

Get more tips and explore education, 
exam, experience and other licensure con-
siderations at ThisWayToCPA.com/CELC 

Multiple choice questions Task-based simulations Written communication
Section Current Proposed Current Proposed Current Proposed

AUD 90 70-75 7 8-9 - -
BEC 72 60-65 - 4-5 3 3
FAR 90 60-65 7 8-9 - -
REG 72 70-75 6 8-9 - -

Source: AICPA exposure draft: Maintaining the Relevance of the Uniform CPA Examination

Content in the current Uniform CPA Examination compared with the 
content proposed for the CPA Exam of the future

Prepare with ThisWayToCPA.com

https://www.thiswaytocpa.com/2017CPAExam
https://www.thiswaytocpa.com/CELC
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your local ice cream shop.

One of the best ways you can learn about 
your future profession  is by connecting 
with people who already know what 
it’s like. With �a�free�AICPA�Student�
Affiliate membership*, you can   
get your career churning by  
 joining a network of more than  
412,000 accounting professionals.

Membership gives you access to 
 exclusive scholarship opportunities,  
competitions and student activities
along with industry news and big time 
discounts.  And that’s just a taste of 
all you can get. 

Get the dish on all the perks at 
ThisWayToCPA.com/AICPAscoop

�*AICPA�Student�Affiliate�membership�is�available�for�those�who�are�full-�or�part-�time�students 
enrolled�in�a�domestic�or�non-U.S.�college�or�university. Learn more about other membership 
categories at AICPA.org. fueled by AICPA
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