If I Could Do It Over Again ....

Dennis R. Beresford

“I love accounting!”  I start each semester’s first session of my MBA and Masters of Accountancy (MAcc) classes that way to let the students know that I’m still very enthusiastic about the career I chose 40 years ago and continue to pursue.  (I also tell them that if they exhibit at least a reasonable amount of enthusiasm in return it will make the class much more enjoyable for me and for them too!) 


Teaching is the third fork in my career path, following over 25 years in public accounting and ten at the Financial Accounting Standards Board.  Each of these has been different and I wouldn’t have wanted to miss any one of them.  One key to the teaching part is that it has required me to think more about what accounting is and why I enjoy it – you have to do this in order to effectively work with students.  In fact, being able to teach accounting at this point of my career is as close as I’ll ever get to actually being able to “do it over again.”


While walking across campus to my office early one day last winter, it suddenly came to me that the best thing about my experiences at the FASB and Ernst & Young is that they allowed me to be considered for the teaching position I now have and thoroughly enjoy.  My academic credentials are minimal in comparison to almost all of my colleagues, but the University of Georgia recognizes that my practical experiences can be of benefit in instructing the next generation of accountants.  Georgia, in effect, asks me to continually communicate to students what I have learned from my experiences and why they should want to take this same path.


I was the first of my family to graduate from college and my interests were mainly in getting a job with a reasonable future and a fair amount of security.  Accounting played to my math skills and the objectivity of accounting appealed to me as well because I didn’t consider myself to be a particularly creative person back then.  (A typical comment from one of my current accounting majors is, “If I had wanted to deal with ambiguity, I would have chosen Literature or Philosophy as my major.”)   I now see, of course, that the subjectivity involved in applying professional judgment and developing and using critical thinking skills is what make accounting so interesting.  


Accounting has provided a good living for my family.  More important, it has given me intellectual stimulation that continues to this date – every day is literally a new learning opportunity.  In fact, I find myself learning as much or more than my students as I attempt to teach them basic accounting concepts or discuss very sophisticated new matters such as derivative financial instruments.  It’s fun to tell “war stories” about my time at the FASB or E&Y – for example, some of the weird things that happened during the acrimonious debate over accounting for stock options in the mid-1990’s.  However, the real challenge is to find the right balance in using some of those practical experiences to convey the requisite basic knowledge to students.

I explain to the accounting majors that one of the things that make accounting so interesting is the dramatic change involved in many aspects of accounting even while the fundamentals stay the same.  For example, the changes we’ve seen in how accounting information is accumulated and disseminated are truly amazing and future changes will provide both great challenges and excitement to those just entering the profession.


In my MAcc classes, one of the things we do is read the Wall Street Journal and other business publications regularly.  We also watch for speeches from SEC representatives and similar developments.  I tell the students that developing a professional reading program will be an important part of their continuing education.  But I also tell them that I get a real kick out of seeing an interesting article or speech and thinking about all of the accounting and business implications as well as the motives of the individuals involved and similar personal considerations.  Sometimes these news items reinforce things I already know or at least suspected, and sometimes they open my mind to completely new matters I hadn’t previously thought about.  That I continue to find these developments so intriguing is an indication to me that I made the right career choice.


While I was drafting this piece, an unexpected note arrived from one of my MBA students of last fall.  In part it said, “Thank you for all the extra help and encouragement you gave me during the MBA accounting class.  As a result of your positive teaching, I have decided to pursue a concentration in accounting during my second year here.”  In the final analysis, none of us actually has the chance to “do it over again.”  Thus, this kind of acknowledgement that we have influenced at least one other person to follow a similar path is the best affirmation that the path we have taken was the correct one.

