
THE CPA EXAM 
What you need to know!

What is the CPA Exam?

Outstanding. Respected. Rewarding.

How Is the Exam Structured?

The Uniform CPA Examination (CPA Exam) is developed, maintained, and scored by the 
American Institute of CPAs (AICPA) and administered at one of the 3,000 national 
Prometric test centers in partnership with the National Association of State Boards of 
Accountancy (NASBA). 

The CPA Exam protects the public interest by helping to ensure that only qualified individuals become 
licensed as U.S. Certified Public Accountants (CPAs). Read on for changes to the CPA Exam coming April 2017.

Having a CPA license¹ is another great way to make you and your resume stand out 
from the massive pile of candidates to potential employers. Employers are often 
impressed with accountants who’ve earned their CPA license since it demonstrates 
your commitment to the profession, a keen understanding of technical skills. And 
let’s be real, a CPA license is often quite necessary if you ever want to move on up. 

Respected and admired by their peers, clients, and society, CPAs are often viewed as an elite group of 
professionals (kind of like doctors or lawyers). After years of academic and technical training – and passing 
the rigorous CPA Exam, of course – a CPA's ethics and character are further tested with several years of 
extensive on-the-job training (see Professional Development Opportunities for info on how public 
accounting firms have your back) and Continuing Professional Education (CPE) to maintain their license. 
CPAs continue to achieve a level of expertise and proficiency beyond that of a "standard" accountant – 
proudly earning them the coveted CPA license.

The CPA Exam² is a computer-based test made up of four sections. The current Exam 
takes a total of 14 hours for all four parts. At least you don’t have to wear a suit 
while taking the test.

1. Auditing and Attestation (AUD) — 4 Hours (multiple choice questions and 
task-based simulations)

2. Business Environment and Concepts (BEC) — 3 Hours (multiple choice questions and written 
communications tasks)

3. Financial Accounting and Reporting (FAR) — 4 Hours (multiple questions and task-based simulations)

4. Regulation (REG) — 3 Hours (multiple choice questions and task-based simulations)

The CPA Exam employs a combination of question formats. Of course the traditional multiple choice 
questions and essays are included, but they also throw in quite a number of highly innovative simulations  
that replicate workplace situations and require the application of knowledge and skills to arrive at solutions. 
Another upside is that you can take each part in any order you choose, just as long as you complete all four 
parts within 18 months. 

Keep reading to learn more! 
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Eligibility Requirements to Sit for the Exam

What Courses Should I Take in Those Additional 30 Hours?

Technical Skills

Education requirements to sit for the CPA Exam vary state-by-state or jurisdiction. 
Fun fact to note:  all states require you to have a minimum of 120 credit hours 
(the equivalent to a bachelor’s degree) to sit for the Exam, but requirements can 
vary. 

To get licensed as a CPA, all Boards of Accountancy require 30 additional credit hours, or 150 hours. But 
don’t worry, there are many options available for getting the additional 30 hours.  Some students will earn 
the extra credits by enrolling in an accounting graduate program, although that’s not required. 

Check your state or jurisdiction’s exam and licensure requirements at the AICPA’s website for college 
students and CPA Exam candidates at www.thiswaytocpa.com/licensurerequirements.³
You’ve got options!

The requirements for your 30 additional credit hours needed for licensure will vary by jurisdiction. 
You’ll need to check your requirements to determine which courses you need in order to be eligible for 
CPA licensure. 

However, if you find that you have some flexibility in your credit hour selections, there are some skills that 
could help you prepare and make yourself more attractive to potential employers (especially if you decide to 
pursue an exciting and rewarding career in public company auditing - which we hope you will!).

The engagement team of the future will require that some 
members have one or more of these technical skills; though, don’t 
think you have to possess all of these skills—engagement teams 
are over-achievers, but they’re also realistic people.

 •     Advanced statistical analysis (e.g., sampling, regressions, multivariate   
       analysis, conjoint analysis, etc.)

 •     Basic programming skills (e.g., Python, Java, Excel, Access, etc.)

 •     Introduction to data visualization using Tableau, Spotfire, or Qlikview

 •     Experience with data analytics

 •     Computational analytics course

 •     Database management software

 •     Information systems design 

 •     Valuations

 •     Transaction services 

The CPA Exam... (continued)

Keep reading to learn more! 
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Communications and Any Other Skills?
If you’re planning on becoming an auditor, you should invest 
in developing oral and written skills before entering the 
profession. Take advantage of opportunities to develop 
these skills in any of your classes by volunteering to give 
presentations or lead project teams. You could also look for 
activities and organizations on and off campus that will 
foster your abilities (and confidence):

 •     Management speaking/writing fundamentals

 •     Presentation skills

 •     Relationship management

 •     Project management/time management

 •     Leadership skills

 •     Psychology
 

Just as science, technology and society evolve at a rapid rate, the accounting 
profession does as well. This means the expected knowledge, skills and 
professional responsibilities of newly licensed CPAs look much different today 
than even a few years ago. CPAs today are required to perform more advanced 
tasks and contribute to increasingly complex projects much earlier in their 
accounting careers. 

As the profession evolves, so too does the CPA Exam. To maintain the Exam’s relevance, reliability and 
defensibility, the AICPA initiated a rigorous, multi-year research initiative with the goal of driving the Exam’s 
evolution. This initiative included the participation of countless stakeholders connected to the profession 
who contributed their essential insight and feedback. The result of this in-depth research is the foundation 
of what has become the next version of the Exam, launching on April 1, 2017. 

Visit aicpa.org/NextCPAExam to explore all of the changes coming to the Exam in 2017, how they came to be 
and how you can best prepare for this next version.

Learn more about the entire process and what is standing between you and those three precious letters by 
exploring the CPA Exam & Licensure Center at the AICPA’s website for college students and CPA Exam 
Candidates, ThisWayToCPA.com/CELC.

¹ Source: https://www.nasba.org/licensure/gettingacpalicense/whygetli-
censed/five-popular-reasons-for-earning-a-cpa-license/ 

² Sources: https://nasba.org/education/becomingacpa/whatistheuniformcpaexam/ and https://www.-
becker.com/cpa-review/resources/about-exam/cpa-exam-structure 

³ Source: https://www.thiswaytocpa.com/exam-licensure/cpa-exam-licensure-center/
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The CPA is Changing
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