Obtaining a Summer Internship in Public Accounting
James Kong, Peer Advisor, UCLA Career Center 
BACKGROUND
So you want to get an accounting internship, but don’t know where to start?  Don’t worry!  It can be a bit daunting at first.  Internship recruiting for major accounting firms happens primarily in the winter quarter of one’s junior year—but there’s a lot to know about what you could be doing to maximize your chances of landing a position.  
There are four major accounting firms, collectively labeled the “Big 4” -  Deloitte and Touche, KPMG, Ernst & Young, and PriceWaterhouseCoopers.  For the aspiring public accountant, these are all great places to launch a career.  There are also a number of “mid-tier” firms, some of which are fairly large and others which are more regional in nature.  Following the mid-tier firms are a number of smaller regional firms.  Each “tier” of accounting firms will have its own advantages and drawbacks, depending on your own preferences and career goals.
Before I go into details, a little about me.  During my winter internship recruiting season, I interviewed with a number of large and regional firms, and eventually accepted an offer at a Big 4 firm here in Los Angeles.  I wrote this article keeping in mind UCLA students who are trying to obtain an accounting internship, but I hope that much of this information can be relevant to people hunting for internships in a variety of fields.  Additionally, the recruiting process for full-time accounting positions is very similar to the internship recruiting process, so much of this information will apply to full-time job seekers as well.  Full-time recruiting generally occurs in the fall quarter of one’s senior year.  
PREPARATION

One of the most important aspects of landing that summer internship is preparation.  However, it’s not always clear what exactly you should be doing.  You could be wondering...what exactly is preparation?  Is freshman year too early to start?  If fall quarter of junior year too late?  Sure, there’s the obvious pluses - paying attention in class, doing well on exams and reports, and maintaining a solid GPA.  That’s always important.  But outside of that, what should you be doing?  And what purpose will all those efforts serve?
The goal of preparation is twofold—the first is that, come interview time, you are knowledgeable about the field of accounting and it shows in your interviews.  The second is demonstrating through your past activities and experiences that you are dedicated to the profession you are about to enter.  Accounting firms spend a lot of time and resources recruiting students, and they are most comfortable choosing students who have demonstrated an interest both in their firm and the job.  

Luckily, at a school as vast as UCLA, there are a wealth of options available to you; the hard part is sorting them all out and prioritizing your time.  So what could you be doing?  First of all get involved on campus!  There are several student groups out there geared toward students exploring the accounting profession, including:
· Beta Alpha Psi (http://www.baybruins.org) Beta Alpha Psi is a “professional business financial information organization.”  In addition to hosting presentations by various firms, members can participate in social events and community service activities.  
· Student Accounting Society (http://www.studentgroups.ucla.edu/sas/)  The UCLA Student Accounting Society is a great organization that “aims to help students learn more about the accounting profession.”  To that end, they host events such as a weekly speaker series, where representatives from accounting firms and other accounting-related organizations come and share information about their company.  In addition, SAS hosts various job fairs as well as a year-end banquet attended by many major firms.  The events give students a great chance to network with recruiters.
· Volunteer Income Tax Assistance (http://vita.bol.ucla.edu):  VITA, or Volunteer Income Tax Assistance, is an excellent opportunity for students interested in the tax side of accounting to learn and hone their knowledge by assisting low-income individuals in filing their tax returns.  To participate in VITA, one must attend several training sessions which are held during winter quarter.  Then, one must complete at least eight hours of volunteer work assisting taxpayers in the beginning weeks of the spring quarter in order to receive IRS certification.
In addition to getting involved by attending events and listening to speakers, you can conduct your own research.  That’s where the UCLA Career Center comes in.  We offer a host of resources for students seeking information about the accounting profession.  In addition to counseling services, you’ll find a library/lab with several great books that detail career opportunities for accounting students, profiles of the top accounting firms, and guidance on how to interview for an accounting position.  

Finally, keep your ears open in class!  At the beginning of most Management courses, representatives from organizations such as SAS often make announcements about upcoming events.  And don’t rule out your accounting professors as a vital source of career information.  After all, they are often the ones that have the most real-world experience.  Don’t be afraid to attend office hours and ask them about their own experiences in the corporate world, if applicable—they’re there to help you.  In addition to their expertise, professors are often well-connected with local recruiters.  
RESUME WRITING AND APPLYING
In applying to any job a resume is essential.  The Career Center can guide you in the writing process every step of the way.  One of the resources available free to all students is the annual Career Guide.  Pick up your copy at the Career Center.  The Guide includes several popular resume templates, as well as valuable job search and interview strategies and tips.  The Career Center library also has an extensive selection of books with examples of successful resumes geared toward a wide variety of positions.  If you’re starting from scratch, it’s a good idea to first draft a resume with the aid of our resources, and then come in for a critique with a Counselor or Peer Advisor.    
In addition to a resume, a cover letter is standard when applying for a job.   You can utilize many of the same Career Center resources to aid you in the cover letter process that you would use in developing your resume.  
When it comes time to apply for positions through on-campus recruiting, BruinView will become your best friend.  BruinView is our online job listing service, and can be accessed through the Career Center website at http://career.ucla.edu.  The accounting firms conducting on-campus interviews at the Career Center will list their positions on BruinView, and you can apply directly through the system.  
Using the system is easy and intuitive—simply log in using your UCLA BOL ID and password, and set up a profile.  The profile will include categories such as personal and academic information, and should take no more than five or ten minutes.  Once you have it set up, you can begin uploading your resume and cover letters under the tab labeled “Documents.”  Since you will likely be applying to many different positions, and you may want to write a different cover letter or tinker with your resume for each of them, BruinView lets you title your uploads and store up to a total of twenty documents.  Once you are done uploading, the fun begins!  Under the “Jobs and Internships” tab are all the available listings, which you can navigate using the Search interface.  In order to see only listings for on-campus recruiting positions, select “All Interviews.”  When you have found a position you would like to apply to, select the materials you would like to submit, and they will be made available to the employer by the click of a button.  If you have any trouble with the system, simply stop by the Career Center for a hands-on tutorial conducted by a Counselor or Peer Advisor.
Keep in mind that certain firms may have supplemental application requirements. Those will be detailed on the job listing.  Some of the firms I applied to required one to fill out a detailed employment application before the actual interview; this was in addition to the materials submitted through the BruinView system.
RECRUITING SEASON EVENTS
So you’ve done your research, attended accounting events, and maybe joined a student organization or two.  Your resume is sparkling and you have a template for a cover letter ready.  Winter break is coming to an end, and recruiting season is right around the corner.  Now what?
There will be a lot of firm-hosted social events coming up, which you should definitely be on the lookout for.  Attire for these events is business casual, and the atmosphere will usually be fairly relaxed.  For example, one major firm holds a “Casino Night,” while another hosts events in which applicants enjoy a sit down dinner with recruiters.  Often, the professionals you meet at these events will be the people you will eventually interview with, so be sure to make a good first impression!  Ask them questions about their work and their firm, that’s what they’re there for.  What do they like most about their work?  How long have they been with the firm?  What’s the firm culture like?
Don’t underestimate the importance of networking with recruiters at these events.  I learned this the hard way when I sat down for an interview with one of the Big 4.  The first thing the recruiter said to me was “I don’t think I’ve met you before,” with a slight frown on her face.  “Go to any of our events?” she continued.  Sheepishly, I admitted I hadn’t.  I realized that even in a big environment like UCLA, instead of being the norm, I was the exception: most of the people she would be interviewing that day were people who she had already met and talked to—not only was she familiar with them, they were familiar with her.  
In addition to getting to know the recruiters, participating in these events allows you to get a sense of the culture and personality of each firm.  You’ll hear the word “fit” over and over in this process - at each event, try to meet as many employees as you can, while assessing how well you fit in.  Can you see yourself working closely in teams with them?  Spending most of your day with them?  Hanging out with them on a weekend?  As many recruiters will readily attest, the actual work you’ll be doing at many of the major firms is nearly identical; it really comes down to whether or not you find that you get along with your prospective co-workers.
INTERVIEWING
Once you’ve attended the firm’s speaker meetings and social events, you can prepare for the real meat of the recruiting season: interviews.  Interviews are typically conducted in two “rounds.”  The first round is, of course, the on-campus interview.  These are conducted in an interview room in the Career Center, and are usually 30-45 minute, one-on-one meetings with a recruiter or other firm professional.  Don’t be scared!  Many students are surprised to learn that accounting interviews are almost all about “fit.”  Yes, that word again—fit.  In fact, throughout more than ten first-round interviews with various accounting firms, I was never asked a single question that tested my technical knowledge of accounting.  Instead, interviewers asked me questions as varied as “what is your dream job?” and “what’s your favorite movie?”  There’s clearly no right or wrong answer—the interviewers simply want to assess your personality.
However, this doesn’t mean you shouldn’t know why you’re there.  One of the most common questions you’ll be asked is “why accounting?”  Be sure to have a good answer and be prepared to point out items on your resume that support your response.  In addition, even though interviewers will not probe your technical knowledge of accounting, you can score bonus points by demonstrating a familiarity with the position you are applying for.  For example, if an interviewer asks what you know about tax accounting, you might mention that while most think of the job as simply compliance work and filing tax returns, there are other aspects to the job that are attractive to you, such as research and tax consulting.  This is where your prior research would come in handy.
Other popular questions focus on behavioral issues. “How do you manage your time while juggling school, work, and extracurricular activities?”  “What would you do in a situation in which you were part of a group and one of the members wasn’t doing their share of the work?”  In answering behavioral questions, it’s best to refer to specific cases rather than general ones, as they give the interviewer a more concrete idea of how you would react in real-world situations.  For tips on how to handle these questions, the Career Center offers an extensive collection of interview preparation books.  And counselors can work with you to improve your skills through mock interview sessions.
Congratulations!  Once you have successfully completed the first-round interviews you can expect to be invited for second-rounds, which are typically located in the office of the firm.  They vary in their nature. Some firms eschew the typical interview format for a series of team-building activities, where you work together with your fellow interviewees to solve a task while recruiters serve as observers.  Other firms will require you to go through a series of one-on-one interviews with several firm professionals, often with a lunch break at a local restaurant or on site.  Treat these just like your first-round interviews, with the additional knowledge that if you’ve gotten this far, the firm is truly interested in you.  Be relaxed, confident, and remember to ask questions about the firm and the position.  After both first and second-round interviews, it is a good idea to send a concise, personalized thank-you note via e-mail or letter to those you had just met with.   

DECISIONS

Once you’re finished with all of your interviews, you should sit back and relax: the hard part is over.  Usually, you will hear within a week of second-round interviews whether or not the firm is willing to extend you an offer.  However, the process doesn’t end there—firms will often hold a dinner or other event in which those with offers can meet additional members of the firm, as well as other Interns.  Engage with your colleagues - ask questions and talk to as many people as possible.  After all, one of the most important elements of the job is the fit.  Finally, when making your decision, keep in mind that during my interviews and afterwards, I often asked those I met “What is your favorite part of the job?”  Almost unfailingly, they answer  “the people.”  
Good Luck!

