
Taking the EA Exam 

The Enrolled Agents Exam 
Bob Jennings CPA, CFP and just passed the EA Exam (1/2011) 

 
Early in 2010, after the IRS announced that there would be a new type of tax 
professional known as a Registered Tax Preparer, I decided to give more serious 
consideration to taking the Enrolled Agents (EA) exam. My CPA license, although still 
valid and something I was proud of, was a distant memory and not relevant to 90% of 
the work I performed. My ability to move to another state and practice as a tax 
professional was restricted because of the ludicrous red tape involved, even though I 
had passed the same CPA exam that all states used, had over 30 years of experience, 
was actively and currently licensed for over 30 years and averaged over 250 hours of 
CPE annually. My frustration with the state board (Florida in this case), combined with 
the recognition that I did not need to be a CPA to work on income tax issues led to my 
interest in the EA exam. The Enrolled Agent designation offered the national level of 
certification and portability that the CPA license did not, as well as tax knowledge 
specific certification. This interest was further piqued by the new IRS licensing rules, the 
new entry level RTP designation, my friendship with a number of very, very sharp EA's 
around the country and my realization that the general public would soon be introduced 
to a new type of tax professional based on IRS marketing efforts. Discussions with my 
clients, friends and acquaintances also opened my eyes to the fact that the public 
perception of the new RTP was that these folks would be equivalent to my CPA licensing 
level!  
 
Over the last several years as our seminar company doubled in size each year I had 
toyed with the idea of becoming an EA for personal satisfaction and, frankly, because it 
would give our seminar company another leg up on our competition. In the early fall of 
2010 as the IRS was still flip-flopping over what and how to institute the new registration, 
testing and CPE rules, I decided to stop sitting on the sidelines and go ahead and sign 
up for the exam. In early October I went online to the IRS website and signed up, as 
discussed below, and began the process of studying for, taking and passing the enrolled 
agent exam. 
 
Signing up for the Exam 
On October 12, 2010 I went to the IRS website and first found that you need to go to the 
ProMetric website at http://www.prometric.com/IRS/default.htm to sign up for the exam. 
Caution: You must already have a PTIN to sign up for the exam. Caution: The name 
you use to register for the exam must agree EXACTLY with your picture based 
identification (driver's license or passport). If you use a full middle name on your ID, use 
it when registering. Also use any designations on your ID such as Jr. or III. 
 
There are three buttons on the ProMetric website-press the "Register" button to get 
started. The forms are easy to complete as long as you have a credit card, approved 
PTIN (since 9/2010) and know your own demographic information. Proceed through the 
"Scheduling" and "Test Center" buttons to set up your exam date. 
 
Note that exams usually use 1 year old rules, for example I took the second-to-the-last 
exam available (1/2011) on 2009 rules. Make sure you check to see which year is being 
tested. 2010 rules will probably be tested through February 28, 2012. 
 
Once you sign up you will receive a confirmation of exam, location and date as pictured 
below. Each section of the exam will cost you $101 to register. 
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Preparing a Study Program 
 
Years ago while preparing for the CPA exam I found that the structured learning 
programs available worked well for me. In those days I used the Becker CPA review 
program because it gave me learning guides, study programs and plenty of practice 
guides. As a college professor for many years I also became acquainted with the Gleim 
structured review manuals for the CPA exam, and found that they had a review course 
for the EA exam as well (www.Gleim.com) . I did not look at any other review programs 
and cannot comment on their effectiveness or lack thereof! I purchased the Gleim books 
for each part of the exam as well as their computerized downloadable test bank of 
review questions for each part, costing in total around $600. 
 
There are 3 parts to the EA exam, known as the Special Enrollment Exam or SEE 1,2 
and 3. 
 
SEE 1 is on individual tax issues 
SEE 2 is on business, nonprofit and estate & gift issues 
SEE 3 is on Ethics, practice and whatever else they felt like testing! 
 
You can sign up for 1, 2 or all 3 parts. Your call-I wanted to do all 3 to get them out of the 
way. They are not easy, but I found that studying all 3 helped me pass all 3, simply 
because there is some overlap of questions between sections, particularly in Part 3. 
Each section consists of 100 multiple choice questions and you must obtain roughly 70% 
to pass a section. If you pass one section you have 2 years to complete the other 
sections. You are allotted 3 and 1/2 hours for each section for test taking, plus 1/2 hour 
for administrative pre and post test stuff. 
 
Now let's address what to study and what rumors to believe. I have read the internet 
posts from people saying if you have lots of experience you can walk in cold and pass 
the exam. I do not agree with that statement, and actually think it is a major disservice 
and misleading to most people. There is a trick to test-taking and even if you have the 
subject knowledge, if you are like me you have forgotten the art of test taking. I found in 
my early exams in particular that I was losing 10-20% just from test-taking errors, not 
from lack of knowledge. Secondly the questions are often so poorly written that you must 
be in an EA exam frame of mind from studying old questions. The test writers never 
learned the art of test writing and regularly utilize double and even triple negatives within 
one question that make it so confusing that Confucius would be dizzy.  
 
Finally, we get to the matter of subject material. I found that the studying, practice 
questions and computer based exams filled in lots of holes in my knowledge. There are 
some things I refused to memorize (Earned income credit amounts, certain phaseouts, 
etc) and I was willing to give up those points. I also found that 30-40% of the questions 
address things I have never seen in 30 years of practice at the local and national level 
with over 100,000 1040's prepared! The review course will get you through this. 
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Studying for the Exam 
 
First, set up a study schedule of goals, after looking at the study material, determining 
your available time, and seeing how many units there were in each Gleim book. I set up 
a calendar program requiring me to read 5 chapters a week. At the conclusion of each 
chapter there were 50-100 multiple choice, exam-adapted questions. Every practice 
question in the study guides should be completed at the conclusion of each chapter, and 
then read the official answer and explanation. Be careful-do not think of the exceptions 
to the rule, which is what I tend to do, instead look at what the question is asking. Try to 
remember why your wrong answers were wrong. 
 
Follow your study program to the letter. reading every chapter, doing every written 
review question and then moving on to the next chapter. Sadly, many of my study 
sessions were late at night and on planes after teaching an all day seminar and I will be 
the first to admit I fell asleep and lacked concentration on many, many things. I did the 
work, but my quality of study was a C-. 
 
I started my study program October 16th and completed it December 28th. After 
completing all of my study for SEE 1 I also went back a couple of times to keep fresh 
and did 100 random review computer based questions. When all of my studying was 
done I then entered my 3 week phase of intense review. As you can see below, I 
completed hundreds of computerized practice questions before the exam. Frankly, this is 
what got me through the SEE because of the poor quality of my study. I don't want to 
sugar coat or mislead anyone, so I have attached, with Gleim permission, a printout of 
all the results of all of my study sessions below. Poor study habits were saved by diligent 
practice sessions. 
 
My last review sessions were unusual in that I took them in what I considered test 
conditions: a quiet area; not at night and fatigued; and patiently reading and answering 
questions rather than just jumping at what looked correct. 
 
In reviewing the statistics you can also note the amount of time necessary to answer 
most questions. Everyone is different here, so please do not infer that you can do the 
exam slower, faster or anything else. It is just how long it took me. I am one of those 
people who was always the first one done with a test in school, and I have the patience 
level of a Wolverine-none. I do not check answers, I do not re-read answers and I jump 
at whatever looks right. Better test taking techniques would have served me much better 
and I recommend doing what I say, not what I did! Slow down-you have plenty of time. 
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The Actual Exam 
 
SEE 1 was scheduled for 11:00AM-3:00 PM, followed by SEE 2 from 3:00PM-7:00PM. I 
arrived at the test site at 9:35 am, and began SEE 1 at around 9:50AM. The exam room 
is very quiet. You are not allowed to take anything into the room, including jewelry, 
purse, wallet or watch. A locked locker is available for your personal effects, and you 
must turn all of your pockets inside out for security. The test center provides you with 
scratch paper, 2 pencils and a hand calculator. I have a little technique of reading the 
last line of the question first to see what is being asked, rather than reading the 
information first. It avoids jumping to conclusions about the questions. Read each 
question very carefully because what you think is being asked may not be what is being 
asked. For example lots of information may be provided about "Ted", but the questions 
asks about the tax effects on "Tom". 
 
The first couple of questions threw me because I had seen none of them before. After 
settling in to an exam routine however, by around # 50 or so I knew things were going 
well, and at completion I was confident I had passed. I would guess that 90% of the 
material had been covered in my Gleim studies, and a few of the questions even looked 
the same. It took about 55 minutes to do all 100 questions. I debated going back and 
checking them, but felt confident enough that I said heck with it and pushed the "End" 
button just to be done. There is then about 5 minutes of the hard drive spinning and 
whirring, then you are asked about 5-10 evaluation questions. When you press "End" the 
second time the results come up on your screen, the key word being "Congratulations". 
You do not get a score, just "pass or did not pass". If you fail you will get a report 
illustrating your weak areas. Talk about instant gratification. Although no grades were 
provided, my gut feeling is that my score was in the mid to high 80% range. I know I 
missed several questions on things like dependency exemptions (always did have 
trouble with that!), the EIC calculation and a few wild things never seen before, but all in 
all, I knew I had passed. 
 
After seeing the results, I walked out into the administration area and signed out. I then 
immediately signed in to take SEE 2. Some of you may want to take a mental break 
here, and it might have been a good thing. Because I get in a focused zone, I went right 
into Test 2. 
 
SEE 2 started at 11:05 AM. The first few questions were simple to me, and before long I 
was at question 75. Frankly, I found SEE 2 the easiest of all, and if there were any 
mistakes they would have been dumb ones, not lack of knowledge. Gleim hiot the mark 
on the head here. After hitting the "End" button, I saw the key word of "Congratulations" 
and left the facility by 11:40. Please do not let me mislead you here though. My practice 
specialty areas are corporate and partnership tax issues and frankly this one could have 
been passed without study. However, that is because of experience. Part 1 could not 
have been passed without study, and unless you have 30 years of corporate and 
partnership experience, Part 2 may very well be the hardest part. But read on.  
 
After obtaining my "Pass" certificates I asked the center administrator if I could go ahead 
and take SEE 3, currently scheduled for 2 days later. She tried to the best of her ability, 
but once the exam is scheduled it cannot be changed that day. This was actually a good 
thing in retrospect. 
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SEE 3 was scheduled for 9:00 AM two days later. After arriving at the testing center 
early, I began SEE 3 around 8:30 AM. Immediately I knew I was in trouble. Not only had 
I not seen most of these questions before, I had not seen the topics nor studied what 
was asked, and my knowledge of Circular 230 was not helping here. By Question fifty I 
was doubting whether I would pass Part 3. I would guess I was hitting around 60% or so, 
and did not have a clue on many of the questions. In Parts one and two I could often 
eliminate two of the four answers and then just decide which of the remaining two 
seemed better. This did not work on SEE 3 as many of the questions were unusual and 
never studied. Finally around question eighty or so things seemed to start looking 
familiar. Thank goodness! I think I got the last ten questions correct, and that has to be 
what got me though SEE 3. When I pushed the "End" button I would not have given you 
odds on whether I passed or not, and the relief when the key word "Congratulations" 
popped up was gratifying. If I were to guess a score on Part 3, I would guess 72-74%, 
just enough to pass. 
 
What would I recommend for SEE 3 now? Study the given materials, study Circular 230, 
and pray to the Gods of the Statute of Limitations who are apparently also the Gods of 
SEE 3 since both seem to work in our office! 
 
Test result letters are reprinted below. After you pass all 3 parts, submit Form 23 along 
with a check for $125, and sit back and wait for your enrollment card! Good luck. 
 
Bob Jennings CPA, CFP and as soon as it comes back in the mail, EA! 
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