SOLUTIONS APPROACH

-By PATRICK R. DELANEY

The solution approach is a systematic problem-solving methodology.  The purpose is to assure efficient, complete solutions to CPA exam problems, some of which are complex and confusing relative to most undergraduate accounting problems.  Unfortunately, there appears to be a widespread lack of emphasis on problem-solving techniques in accounting courses.  Most accounting books and courses merely provide solutions to specific types of problems.  Memorization of these solutions for examinations and preparation of homework problems from examples is “cookbooking.”


“Cookbooking” is perhaps a necessary step in the learning process, but it is certainly not sufficient training for the complexities of the business world.  Professional accountants need to be adaptive to a rapidly changing, complex environment.  These CPAs rely on their problem-solving expertise to understand these changes and to formulate solutions to them.

SOLUTIONS APPROACH ALGORITHM to MULTIPLE CHOICE QUESTIONS

1. Work individual questions in their order.

- If a question appears lengthy or difficult, skip it until you can determine that extra time is available.  Put a big question mark in the margin to remind you to return to questions you have skipped or need to review.

2. Cover the choices before reading each question.

- The answers are sometimes misleading and may cause you to misread or misinterpret the question.

3. Read each question carefully to determine the topical area.

a. Study the requirements first so you know which data are important.

b. Underline keywords and important data.

c. Identify pertinent information with notations in the margin of the exam.

d. Be especially careful to note when the requirement is an exception, e.g., “Which of the following is NOT an accounting change handled by the cumulative effect method?”

e. If a set of data is the basis for two or more questions, read the requirements of each of the questions before beginning to work the first question.  Sometimes it is more efficient to work the questions out of order or simultaneously.

f. Be alert to read questions as they are, not as you would like them to be.  You may encounter a familiar looking item.  Don’t jump to the conclusion that you know what the answer is without reading the question completely.

g. For comprehensive questions, prepare intermediary solutions as you read the question.

4. Anticipate the answer before looking at the alternative answers.

a. Recall the applicable principle (e.g., change in estimate) or the applicable model (e.g., net present value).

b. If a question deals with a complex area like earning per share, set up full-blown diagrams on scratch paper, if necessary, using abbreviations that enable you to follow your work.

5. Read the answers and select the best alternative.

· If the answer you have computed is not among the choices, quickly check your math and the logic of your solution.  If you don’t arrive at one of the given answers in the allotted time, make an educated guess.

6. Mark the correct answer (or your educated guess) on the examination booklet itself.

7. After completing all of the individual questions in an overall question, transfer the answers to the machine gradable answer sheet with extreme care.

a. Be very careful not to fall out of sequence with the answer sheet.  A mistake would cause most of your answers to be wrong.  Note the format of your answer sheet carefully.

b. Review to check that you have transferred the answers correctly.

c. Do not leave this step until the end of the exam as you may find yourself with too little time to transfer you answers to the answer sheet.

SOLUTIONS APPROACH ALGORITHM to OTHER OBJECTIVE QUESTIONS

The types of other objective questions are:

a. Matching

b. Yes / no or true / false

c. Numerical computations

d. Fill-in-the-numbers

The following solutions approach is suggested for answering other objective questions:

1. Glance over the entire problem.  Scan the problem in order to get a feel for the topical area and related concepts that are being tested.  Even though the format of the question may vary, the exam continues to test your understanding of applicable principles or concepts.

2. Identify the requirements of the problem.  This step will help you focus in more quickly on the solution(s) without wasting time reading irrelevant material.

3. Study the items to be answered.  As you do this and become familiar with the topical area being tested, you should review the concepts of that area.  This will help you organize your thoughts so that you can relate logically the requirements of the question with the applicable concepts.

4. Answer each item one at a time.  The type of question determines how the candidate should accomplish this step.  For instance, when the answer choices are presented in a matching question, the candidate must first understand how the answer choices apply to the question items.  The candidate will then be able to differentiate among the answer choices in order to select the appropriate answer for each question. 

On the other hand, there are questions where the candidate is not presented with the answer choices, e.g., fill-in-the-numbers.  For these questions, the candidate should focus on understanding the question requirements and then applying the correct concepts to compute the answer.

5. Use journal entries, T-accounts, time lines, schedules, etc. as appropriate.  The use of these items helps to lay out the information in a logical manner to avoid silly mistakes.

6. Mark your selected answer on the examination booklet itself.  Once the candidate has selected an answer, it should be clearly marked on the examination booklet before moving on to the next question.

7. After completing all of the items, carefully transfer the answers to the answer sheet.  Be careful to follow the instructions given for the correct placement of zeros.  It is very important that all items be recorded on the objective answer sheet, as they cannot be graded if they are not.

SOLUTIONS APPROACH ALGORITH to PROBLEMS

1. Glance over the problem.  Only scan the problem.  Get a feel for the type or category of problem.  Do not read it.  Until you understand the requirements, you cannot discriminate important data from irrelevant data.

2. Study the requirements.  “Study” as differentiated from “read.”  Candidates continually lose points due to misunderstanding the requirements.  Underline key phrases and words.

3. Visualize the solution format.  Determine the expected format of the required solution.  Develop an awareness of “schedule and statement format.”  Put headings on the required statements and schedules.  Often a single requirement will require two or more statements, schedules, etc.  A common example is a question followed by “why” or “explain.”  Explicitly recognize multiple requirements by numbering or lettering them on your examination booklet, expanding on the letters already assigned to problem parts.

4. Outline the required procedures mentally.  Interrelate any data (e.g., a trial balance or comparative balance sheets) given in the problem to the expected solution format, mentally formulating a “to do” list.  Determine what it is you are going to do before you begin doing it.  You should usually work through the requirements in order.  However, be watchful for problems with interrelated requirements (e.g., each paragraph of information given in the problem is needed to solve more than one requirement).  An alternative solutions approach for these types of problems is to make all required computations for each item of information at one time.  By using this timesaving approach, you will solve a part of each requirement as each item of information is covered, but not necessarily in the same order as given on the exam.

5. Review applicable principles and knowledge.  Before immersing yourself in the details of the problem, quickly (30 – 60 seconds) review and organize your knowledge of the principles applicable to the problem.  Jot down any acronyms, formulas, or other memory aids relevant to the topic of the question.  Otherwise, the details of the problem may confuse and overshadow your previous knowledge of the applicable principles.

6. Study the text of the problem.  Read the problem carefully.  With the requirements in mind, you now can begin to sort out relevant from irrelevant data.  Underline and circle important data.  The data necessary for answering each requirement may be scattered throughout the problem.  As you study the text, use arrows, etc. to connect data pertaining to a common requirement.  List the requirements (a, b, etc.) in the margin alongside the data to which they pertain.  Use a bright colored pen to mark up the problem.  Heavy colored underlining and comments are attention getting and give you confidence.

7. Prepare intermediary solutions as you study the problem, e.g., calculate goodwill, reconstruct accounts, prepare time diagrams, etc.  You are able to perceive these required intermediary solutions because you already understand the problem requirements.  These intermediary solutions, along with your underlining and your notes in the text of the problem, will drastically decrease reading time.

8. Prepare the solution.  You now are in a position to write a neat, complete, organized, labeled solution.  Label computations, intermediary solutions, assumptions made, etc., on your answer sheets.

9. Proofread and edit.  Do not underestimate the utility of this step.  Just recall all of the “silly” mistakes you made on undergraduate examinations.  Corrections of errors and completion of oversights during this step can easily be the difference between passing and failing.

10. Review the requirements.  Assure yourself that you have answered them all.

SOLUTIONS APPROACH ALGORITHM to ESSAY QUESTIONS

1. Glance over the question.  Scan the question to get a feel for the topical area addressed.  Do not read it.  Until you understand the requirements, you cannot discriminate important data from irrelevant data.

2. Study the requirements.  “Study” as differentiated from “read.”  Candidates continually lose points due to misunderstanding the requirements.  Underline key phrases and words.

3. Visualize the solution format.  Determine the expected format of the required solution.  As you would expect, the usual format for the solution to essay questions will be the paragraph format.  However, there will be occasions where the requirements of the question may be answered by a list of items.  Also, a single question may contain two or more requirements.  Explicitly recognize multiple requirements by numbering or lettering them on your examination booklet, expanding on the letters already assigned to the question.

4. Outline the required procedures mentally.  Interrelate the background data given in the question to the expected solution format, mentally noting a “to do” list.  Determine what it is you are going to do before you begin doing it.  You should work through the requirements in their order, but be alert for questions with interrelated requirements.

5. Review applicable principles and knowledge.  Before immersing yourself in the details of the essay, quickly (30 – 60 seconds) review and organize your knowledge of the principles applicable to the question.  Jot down any acronyms, formulas, or other memory aids relevant to the topic of the question.  Otherwise, the details of the question may confuse and overshadow your previous knowledge of the applicable principles.

6. Study the text of the question.  Read the question carefully.  With the requirements in mind, you now can begin to sort out relevant from irrelevant data.  Underline and circle important data.  The data necessary for answering each requirement may be scattered throughout the question.  List the requirements in the margin alongside the data to which they pertain.  Remember – this is your exam and you should use whatever technique you find effective to highlight important data and concepts.

7. Write down keywords (concepts).  Jot down a list of keywords in the margin of the examination or on the lined paper.

8. Organize the keywords into a solution outline.  Reorganize the outline for the entire answer.  Make sure that your respond to each requirement and do not preempt answers to other requirements.

9. Prepare the solution.  You are now in a position to write a neat, complete and organized solution.  It is very important that you write something for each requirement of the question and take the time to develop a clear and organized essay for the reader / grader.

10. Proofread and edit.  Do not underestimate the benefits of this step.  Just recall all of the “silly” mistakes you made on undergraduate exams.  Corrections of errors and completion of oversights during this step can easily be the difference between passing and failing.

11. Review the requirements.  Assure yourself that you have answered them all.
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