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Education for Accountants

Taking education beyond the classroom

The illiterate of the 21si century
will not be those who cannot read
or write, but those who cannot
learn, unlearn and relearn.

Alvin Toffler in Future
Shock (1970)

By MERGE GUPTA-SUNDERJ

onsider an interesting
‘ finding from the world of

engineering — in 1946, the
half-life of an engineering educa-
tion was 20y years. Translation:
engineers who graduated from
university in 1946 found that by
1966, half of the information that
they needed to know, they had not
learned in school. Compare that to
the year 2000 when the half-life of
an engineering education was
determined to be less than five
vears (Gautschi, Ted: Design
News; March 20, 2000). In other
words, by 2005, the class of 2000
engineering graduates had to go
beyond their university education
for 50 per cent of the information
and knowledge that they needed in
order to get their jobs done.

True, accountants are not engi-
neers, but the concept of half-life
applies as equally to the
accounting profession as it does to
engineering. The pace of change in
every aspect of life, both profes-
sional and personal, is increasing
exponentially; so is the need for
revised knowledge and updated
skills. It isn’t simply about keeping
up with technical expertise, it's
equally as important to build on
and sustain your interpersonal and
other soft skills.

In fact, if all you do is maintain
your technical proficiency, then
you're just keeping yourself in the
game; if you want to excel in your
profession and at business, you
have to focus on growing and
developing your relationship
skills. If you don’t buy in to the
philesophy of continuous learning,
then recognize that you do so at
your own peril. Know that your
competitors are taking deliberate
and concrete steps to keep up with
the times, and if you don’t do the
same, vou are putting yourself at a
significant competitive disadvan-
tage.

What can you do to keep up
vour education? If you’ve been out
of school for a while, then thinking
about going back to college or uni-
versity probably makes your blood
run cold. But traditional schooling
is only one way to keep learning
on a continuous and sustained
basis. There are a number of alter-
natives, however.

Attend conferences and
learning events. Although similar
to a school atmosphere, there is
one big difference — the time com-
mitment is much shorter. Think of
this alternative as an opportunity
to gain essential knowledge in

I encourage you to stretch your definition of reading.
Listen to books on tape while commuting to the office.
Subscribe to book summaries and more.

Merge Gupta-Sunderji, certified general accountant

bite-sized pieces, ranging from
half day to three-day commit-
ments. Every professional
accounting association offers at
least one annual conference. Plus
there are numerous vendors who
offer single day ‘crash’ courses on
almost any subject, ranging from
cash flow forecasting to software
training to improved writing skills.

Take advantage of wvirtual
learning. The possibilities are end-

box and read about leadership,
self-development, communication,
business development, current
events, to name a few topics. |
encourage you to stretch your defi-
nition of reading. Listen to books
on tape while commuting to the
office. Subscribe to book sum-
maries and more.

Take on a new task or a special
project. Yes, it’s very likely that
you already have more work than

The more you have to offer,
the more sought-after you will be
by your clients and colleagues.

Merge Gupta-Sunderji, certified general accountant

less with today’s technology. Real-
time learning options through
audio conferences and webcasts
are available on just about any-
thing. If you do your best work
while burning the midnight oil,
then consider asynchronous online
learning — either CDs or down-
loads from a subscription site —
which allow you to study and learn
at your own pace.

Read more. If you're a desig-
nated accountant, then you prob-
ably receive a subscription to an
accounting trade specific maga-
zine or newsletter that offers in-
depth information relevant to your
business sector and area of exper-
tise. But don’t limit yourself to
only reading about your profes-
sion. Step outside your accounting

you can handle, but a fresh or dif-
ferent assignment can give you the
opportunity to exercise your
untapped creativity and innova-
tion. Doing the same old thing day
after day can lead you toward per-
fection in that, but doing some-
thing different will open vour
mind and present you with
learning opportunities.

The more breadth of experience
vou develop, the more marketable
and competitive you will be. The
more you have to offer, the more
sought-after you will be by your
clients and colleagues.

Volunteer for a board position
at a not-for-profit organization.
The obvious choice would be in
the role of treasurer, but if you
really want to expand yourself

intellectually, then take on a dif-
ferent position. After all, you can
probably tackle financial responsi-
bilities with your eyes closed, but
if your goal is to broaden and
extend your learning, consider
another position that will serve
you better. Try the programming
or external relations portfolio; you
never know what you’ll learn (and
what opportunities that might pre-
sent).
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Borrow a lesson from the world
of consumer product marketing
and position yourself as an expert.
Savvy marketers have known for
years that most people purchase
consumer products based on per-
ceived value of the brand, so busi-
nesses work very hard to have you
believe that their product is the

ultimate solution to your problem.

What are you doing to make
sure that your clients see you as
the ultimate solution to their
needs? The answer is not as hard
as you may think. In its simplest
form, it’s what you're known and
what you're recognized for.

How can you determine this?
Take a close look at your existing
client base. If a large percentage of
your clients are family-run farms.
then you are already an expert in
this sector. What are you doing to
build that image? Are you
acquiring additional skills to sell
yourself as an expert and trusted
business advisor within the
farming sector, or are you pro-
moting yourself as a jack of all
trades (and by default, an expert in
none)?

You can also define your exper-
tise based on the type of work yon
do. If you find that you're already
advising a large number of clients
on business decisicns relating to
working in both Canada and the
United States, then you're most
likely an expert in this area
already. The question is. are you
capitalizing on this opportunity by
positioning and selling yourself as
an expert, or are you still thinking
about yourself as a general practi-
tioner?

Taking the expert approach
means that you must excel m this
area — so you force yourself to
learn more (and develop a more
lucrative client base}.

Lastly, if you’ve positioned
yourself as an expert, take the
opportunity to share your exper-
tise. Write an article on your topic.
develop and deliver a short sem-
inar or maybe participate in a
panel discussion with other subject
matter experts. Not only will this
further cement your image as an
expert, but you will also build on
your own knowledge and port-
folio. Let’s face it; one of the best
ways to acquire knowledge is to
teach someone else.

Remember, if you're not
moving forward. you could be
falling behind. Whatever choices
you make to enhance or advance
your career, the overriding mes-
sage is to take the time to invest in
yourself through continued
learning to stay competitive and
ensure both personal and profes-
sional success.

Learning is not compulsory ...
neither is survival.

— W. Edwards Deming

Merge Gupta-Sunderji is a cer-
tified general accountant, profes-
sional speaker, awarding winning
author, and radio commentator.
Merge equips people with hoth
specific and practical tools for
achieving leadership and commu-
nication success.



