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Reply to:    9 San Diego Office   9  Sacramento Office

July 25, 2005

Renata Sos, President, and Members
California Board of Accountancy
2000 Evergreen Street, Suite 250
Sacramento, CA 95815-3832

Re: AICPA’s Control of Uniform CPA Exam

Dear Ms. Sos and Board Members:

I write to confirm and document the comments I made during the public comment session
at the Board’s July 22, 2005 meeting in San Francisco.

During that July 22 meeting, representatives of the American Institute of Certified Public
Accountants (AICPA) made a presentation concerning their efforts to resolve numerous significant
problems experienced by state boards of accountancy with the computerized version of the AICPA’s
Uniform CPA Exam.  Although that exam is currently administered under a three-party contract
among AICPA, the National Association of State Boards of Accountancy (NASBA), and Prometric,
AICPA alone controls the contents, structure, and validation of the exam.

Following their presentation, I reminded the AICPA representatives that they had previously
visited CBA in March 2000 to discuss other problems with the Uniform CPA exam (at that time, the
problem was AICPA’s failure to fully and properly validate the exam in over ten years).  At that
time, AICPA committed to including more state regulators on its various committees that control
the exam.  Inasmuch as the AICPA’s July 22 powerpoint presentation acknowledged that “state
boards feel disenfranchised” (slide 4) about the current problems with the exam, I asked them
whether AICPA had — since 2000 — changed the composition of its Board of Examiners (BOE)
or any other AICPA examination committee (slides 9 and 10) to include any seats reserved for
current state regulators.  As you heard, their answer was no.

During your public comment session, I explained to you the reason for my question.  I told
you that I have attended the meetings of various California occupational licensing agencies
(including CBA) for over 15 years.  When other boards experience problems with the licensing exam
they administer and request an appearance and explanation by those responsible for the exam,
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the individuals who respond to such a request never include representatives of a national professional
association.  Why?  Because all national professional associations that have ever had ownership or
control over a licensing exam — the instrument used by state boards to control entry into the
profession — have long since divested themselves of such ownership or control.  All other national
trade associations of licensed professionals that have ever drafted, owned, or controlled licensing
exams have long since spun off such control to a 501(c)3 nonprofit organization unconnected with
the trade association or to a  coalition of state regulators (such as NASBA, in CBA’s case), because
of the obvious conflict of interest inherent in the control by a trade association over the testing
instrument used to block entry into the profession it represents and whose interests it promotes.  Of
the major regulated professions, only the accountancy profession — in the form of the American
Institute of Certified Public Accountants — retains control over the licensing examination used in
54 jurisdictions to license its members.  AICPA has resisted calls for divestiture of its control over
this exam, and it has resisted numerous pleas to include more sitting state regulators on its various
committees that control the exam — to the continuing and present detriment of state boards of
accountancy.

This fact is not in question.  Consider these examples:  The American Bar Association (the
major national professional association of lawyers) has no ownership interest in or control over the
contents of any licensing examination administered by any state attorney licensing agency
(commonly called “state bars”) in this country.  Attorney licensing exams are controlled by state bars
— government agencies in each state that regulate lawyers.  The American Medical Association (the
major national professional association of physicians) has no ownership interest in or control over
the contents of the licensing examinations administered by any state medical board in this country.
Long ago, the AMA spun off its medical licensing exam function to the separate and independent
National Board of Medical Examiners, and state medical boards administer the NBME’s United
States Medical Licensing Examination — which it co-owns with the Federation of State Medical
Boards (a national coalition of state medical licensing authorities).  In 1994, the American Veterinary
Medical Association (the major national trade association of veterinarians) spun off its National
Board Examination Committee (which controlled the national examination used by most states in
licensing veterinarians) into a completely independent 501(c)3 nonprofit now called the National
Board of Veterinary Medical Examiners.  And so on down the line.  CPIL monitors California
agencies that regulate over twenty professions and trades, and we are hard-pressed to identify one
other agency that uses a licensing exam that is still drafted, controlled, validated, and graded by a
national trade association.  The AICPA is the only national professional association that has
insistently clung to its control over the barrier to entry into its own profession — clearly a
fundamental public function inappropriate for trade association intrusion.

Although this fact appeared to be a revelation to many Board members last week, this is not
a new issue.  CPIL raised this issue in extensive “sunset review” testimony during CBA’s 1995–96
and 2000–01 sunset reviews; that testimony is available on CPIL’s Web site at www.cpil.org under
“Research and Advocacy.”



 See California State Board of Accountancy, Sunset Review Report (September 29, 1995) at 90 (CBA should
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“work toward implementation of a national examination developed and administered by a national organization in the

future, with the proviso that the national organization be a non-trade association such as the National Association of State

Boards of Accountancy”).  See also California Board of Accountancy, Sunset Review Report (October 2000) at 68 (“it

is this Board’s view that ownership and control of the Uniform CPA Examination should be assumed by an independent

non-trade related entity, and the Board has played a nationwide leadership role in actively advocating that change”).

 Id. at 68. 
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 Joint Legislative Sunset Review Committee, Findings and Recommendations: Review and Evaluation of the
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Board of Accountancy (February 1996) at 33.

 Joint Legislative Sunset Review Committee, Final Recommendations for the Board of Accountancy (April
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25, 2001) at 6.
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On both sunset review occasions, the Board acknowledged that AICPA’s control over the
CPA licensing exam is inappropriate and resolved to work toward transferring control of the national
exam to a non-trade association.   In its October 2000 sunset review report, this Board cogently1

stated the reason for its view:

The foundational reason for advocating a change in the AICPA’s ownership is
because of a perceived conflict of interest posed by a professional association’s
controlling the examination instrument.  The appearance of a conflict arises because
the Board’s regulatory mission is consumer protection, while the association’s
mission must necessarily be advocacy for and protection of members.  Because the
examination is an essential key to opening the gateway to becoming a public
accounting practitioner, the exam’s being owned and controlled by a trade association
— rather than by an organization representing the regulatory perspective — furthers
the perception that the exam is an artificial barrier into the profession, instead of an
instrument to better ensure consumer protection.2

On both sunset review occasions, the Joint Legislative Sunset Review Committee (JLSRC)
expressed concerns about AICPA’s control over the Uniform CPA exam and urged CBA to work
toward divestiture of that control.  Specifically, in its 1996 report and recommendations, the JLSRC
agreed that CBA should “work toward implementation of a national examination developed and
administered by a national organization in the future, with the proviso that the national association
be a non-trade association such as the National Association of State Boards of Accountancy.”   In3

2001, the JLSRC expressly stated that “almost all state licensing examinations are provided by
independent non-trade related entities because of the perceived conflict of interest posed by a
professional association controlling the examination instrument.”   The JLSRC also recognized the4

Board’s efforts to urge AICPA to divest itself of control over the exam or — at the very least — to
include significant representation for members of state boards of accountancy on its exam
committees to ensure that state boards have an “equal voice with the AICPA in decision-making and



 Id.
5

 Id. at 6–7.
6

CBA President Renata Sos and Members — July 25, 2005 — Page Four
_____________________________________________________________________

policy formation relative to the control, development, and administration of the examination because
of this inherent conflict.”   The Joint Committee repeated its recommendation that “the Board should5

continue with its active role in dealing with issues involving the control, ownership, development,
and administration of the Uniform CPA Examination by the AICPA. . . . Specific to a proposed
restructuring of the AICPA Board of Examiners and its related committees, [CBA should work to]
ensure that at a minimum the AICPA and NASBA share equal (“50/50”) representation, control, and
decision-making powers, annually rotate the Board of Examiners’ chair positions between the
AICPA and NASBA, and ensure the regulatory boards’ ability to actively participate and have equal
voice in all aspects of decision-making relative to both the restructuring process and final direction,
for, composition, and function of the Board of Examiners.”6

Years later, AICPA has neither divested itself of control of the exam nor changed the
composition of its BOE or any other exam-related committees to ensure state regulators a voice in
the contents, development, and validation of this exam for which state boards are legally liable.  This
is unacceptable.

This is a fundamental issue of which you should be aware as you prepare for the September
2005 face-to-face “summit” with AICPA, NASBA, and Prometric regarding the long list of 91
problems that you and other state boards have encountered with the computerized examination.  As
I stated at your meeting, state regulators must have input into the contents, structure, and validation
of the exam so that these problems can be prevented before they happen.  Assured equal
representation for sitting state regulators on AICPA’s examination committees is long overdue and
is the very least you should demand.  As described above, complete divestiture of AICPA’s
ownership and control of the Uniform CPA exam — and the transfer of control of that national exam
to NASBA or another independent entity — is more consistent with the practice in every other
regulated trade and profession and with the intentions expressed by this Board and by the Joint
Legislative Sunset Review Committee.  Thank you for your consideration of these comments.

Sincerely,

Julianne D’Angelo Fellmeth
Administrative Director
Center for Public Interest Law

cc: Senator Liz Figueroa, Chair, Joint Legislative Sunset Review Committee
Carol Sigmann, Executive Officer, California Board of Accountancy
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