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Continuing Education
at Smaller Companies

Affordable educational programs will give your company
the competitive advantage.

BY ERIC OTTMAN, CMA, CPA

Suppose the CFO of your small-to-medi-
um sized company asks you to improve
the continuing education efforts for the
professionals in the accounting and fi-
nunce functions. He wants you to help
employees meet their certification re-
quirements, make the training more ap-
plicable to their jobs, and, of course, cut
unnecessary expenses from the training
budget. Because you are an assistant
controller, you will have only a limited
time to devote to this task. What do you
do?

ecent audit failures associat-
ed with the savings and loan
industry and an interest in
strengthening the profes-
sional competence and stature of inter-
nal and external accountants have
made continuing professional educa-
tion (CPE) requirements a high prior-

this valuable benefit.

An effective strategy involves first
identifying the formal requirements
for employees who hold certifications
or memberships in professional orga-
nizations. Some organizations require
or offer incentives to obtain certifica-
tions. If some accounting staff mem-
bers are not certified or are not mem-
bers of a professional organization, the
company will need to consider their
needs as well.

Second, companies need to look at
how well the current skills and knowl-
edge of the accounting and finance
staff match the goals and objectives of
the organization. Once the strengths
and weaknesses are identified, the
training plan can be developed to help
eliminate the gap between the current
level of skills and knowledge and the
desired level.

The final and most difficult phase is
to identify individual educational re-

quirements. The various CPE pro-
grams must be evaluated according to
the individual’s abilities and responsi-
bilities. Some programs for individual
employees can include company-de-
veloped courses, technical meetings
sponsored by professional organiza-
tions, and other outside seminars.

The primary problem is how to
identify a reasonable number of pro-
grams that are both suitable and cost
effective. Many outside seminars are
excellent but they are usually expen-
sive, and travel expenses can affect the
total cost significantly.

COST EFFECTIVE PROGRAMS

he key to a successful continu-

ing education plan is to control

costs. By identifying cost effec-
tive programs, companies can direct

their resources more effectively to
serve the educational needs of all their

ity. Unfortunately, the typical
management accountant is on
his or her own in dealing with
the issues of training budgets,
certification requirements, and
professional development.
Consequently, how can today’s
budget conscious companies
support their accounting/fi-
nance staffs in fulfilling CPE re-
quirements and achieve a level
of competence needed in to-
day’s complex business world?

STRATEGIC PLAN

atever size company
you work for, it is im-
portant to create a for-

mal continuing education plan
for employees. A plan enables
management to identify the
types of programs that will im-
prove employee performance
and to understand what costs
will be involved in providing

Author Eric Ottman (standing) leads a training session. With him are, clockwise, Danny Hui, Darren
Jones, Michelle Terrie, Suzanne Bickham, and Pam Barrs.
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CPAs is the distinction between “tech-
nical” and “nontechnical” hours. Some
states have initiated requirements for
obtaining a minimum percentage of
the required hours in “technical”
hours, which basically means CPE
hours for “technical” credit should be
in the areas of accounting, auditing, or
tax and be a benefit to their employer.

For companies choosing to meet a
portion of this requirement through
cost effective group courses, this can
present a difficult challenge. Although
it is determined ultimately by the indi-
vidual CPA if courses qualify as “tech-
nical” hours, the distinction between
technical vs. nontechnical courses
should be considered when develop-
ing the annual continuing education
plan.

Another component for a continu-
ing education plan could be the inclu-
sion of certification review programs.
Different companies use myriad op-
tions for supporting employees who
are taking these courses.

One cost-saving opportunity my
company has used successfully is the
purchase of a site license from Micro-
Mash for both its CPA and CMA re-
view courses. Once again, this is a
shared benefit between the company
and the employees. The company pays
for the site license, and the employees
pay for their own review packages at a
substantial savings.

Based on our experience, I recom-
mend that a senior member of the ac-
counting/finance staff take charge of
planning and implementing the pro-
gram. A continuing education coordi-
nator helps develop the continuing
education plan and ensures company-

“The key to a success-
ful continuing
education plan is to
control costs.”

sponsored activities are performed.

At our company, the coordinator is
responsible for maintaining our com-
pany as a CE sponsor with the state
board of public accountancy. Also, this
position coordinates the monthly
“Brown Bag” seminars and company-
sponsored miniseminars.

If a company’s size and/or interest
level is great enough, a committee
could perform this function. The active
participation of several employees
would definitely benefit a company’s
continuing education efforts.

GOOD BUSINESS SENSE

y its definition, management ac-

counting is a broad field. Indi-

viduals working in management
accounting can be involved in such di-
verse areas as information systems,
auditing, finance, and general account-
ing. As a result, employers face an ever
increasing challenge in hiring and re-
taining qualified individuals to perform
these functions. How well a company
provides effective training to its ac-
counting staff does make a difference
in how well these functions are
performed.

A formal continuing education plan

for the accounting staff is a positive

step for an employer for a number of
reasons. First, it assists in allocating fi-
nancial resources in this area and
helps reduce unnecessary expendi-
tures. Second, it helps both the em-
ployer and the employees direct their
educational efforts in those areas that
are most needed.

Finally, an effective continuing edu-
cation plan gives the employer a com-
petitive advantage for hiring and re-
taining its professional accounting and
financial staff. The plan demonstrates
the employer’s long-term commitment
in developing its people. Companies
without such a plan could be spending
more money for CPE yet have no
means to communicate this support to
their employees.

Putting this plan together requires
a real commitment of time. Manage-
ment must be willing to take a hard
look at an area that some may think is
of little importance and relatively inex-
pensive. A quick review of existing
costs should prove how expensive
such training is to most companies.

The trend for CPE requirements is to
increase hourly requirements and to pay
greater attention to program content.
Costs for outside seminars and travel al-
so are increasing. It makes good busi-
ness sense for companies to plan for
these needs and have a formal continu-
ing education plan. Meeting the continu-
ing education challenge is an excellent
opportunity for employers to differentiate
themselves from the market and become
an employer of choice. ]

Videos like the one above produced by the Financial Management Network (FMN) can be
a valuable part of a company’s CPE program.

Author’s Note: Readers are invited to com-
ment on the professional development pro-
grams within their organizations so that
the information can be shared in a future
article in MANAGEMENT ACCOUNT-
ING®. Address all comments to Thomas E.
Deacon, managing director of continuing
education, Institute of Management Ac-
countants, 10 Paragon Drive, Montvale,
NJ 07645-1760.

Eric Ottman, CMA, CPA, is an account-
ing manager with St. Luke’s Episcopal
Hospital located in Houston, Tex., and
an adjunct professor in the Health Care
Administration program at Texas Wom-
an’s University. He is a member of IMA’s
Houston Chapter, through which this ar-
ticle was submitted. He may be reached
at (713) 791-4725.
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