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Education

AccreditAtion Provides Focus  
For MyriAd oF Activities

By PeTer hAyes

“IT’s All ABouT The  .” Depending 

on who you ask you might get a wide variety 

of conclusions to that sentence. One of 

the Society of Actuaries’ main focuses is to 

educate and credential actuaries, the deliv-

ery of which falls to the SOA’s Education 

Executive Group and Education Committee. 

For Education at the SOA, “It’s all about the 

accreditation.”

The goods they ultimately deliver is the vali-

dation that a candidate has demonstrated 

sufficient mastery of a syllabus to be cre-

dentialed an actuary. I was often reminded 

during my time on various exam commit-

tees, that our purpose wasn’t just to create 

an exam; our purpose was to have the 

exam answer the question: “Does this person 

deserve to be called an actuary?” This was 

the line of sight!

The enormous range of initiatives pres-

ently being undertaken by the Education 

Committee ultimately has, as its focal point, 

validation: is the candidate deserving of the 

credential? But there’s an important tangen-

tial consideration in all this, and that’s the 

integrity of the credential itself. Education 

plays a critical role in maintaining the cre-

dential’s integrity, by delivering an educa-

tion and assessment process that is current 

and cutting edge. The process delivers con-

tent that is fresh, current and relevant to 

practice, to employers, and to the public that 

uses actuarial products, services and advice. 

As the profession continues to evolve, so 

must the way we structure our educational 

materials, instructional methods and assess-

ment methods. An exploration of what’s 

currently on the go (and there is lots of it!) 

will confirm that Education is doing just that.

conTInuous ImProvemenT
The punch line to all of this activity is that 

just shy of 50,000 exams were administered 

in 2009 (and over 3,100 assessments grad-

ed, which is a remarkable feat unto itself). 

Within that delivery, however, is a cycle of 

continuous improvement that includes:

•  Expanding computer-based testing 

(CBT), allowing for more frequent deliv-

ery of preliminary exams, along with 

instant results. The SOA moved Exam C 

to CBT delivery in 2009, joining Exams P 

and FM, and perpetuating the strides the 

SOA is taking to increase the efficiency 

of the education system, without sacrific-

ing quality or rigor.

•  Enlisting Section liaisons to improve the 

quality of FSA-level exams by consult-

ing on syllabus decisions and reviewing 

questions to ensure they are practice-

appropriate.

•  Implementing a pretesting pro-

cess, ensuring exams are thoroughly 

reviewed with an independent critical, 

objective eye.

•  Restructuring the FSA module require-

ments so as to address issues that had 

emerged within the fellowship part of the 

education structure, including, in particu-

lar, the delivery of education in Financial 

Economics across the various tracks.

•  Projects to enhance the delivery of 

education on the e-Learning front, 

including the launch of an Enterprise 

Risk Management (ERM) Professional 

Development module, and working 

collaboratively with the Australian 

Institute of Actuaries to create a sec-

ond edition of the control cycle text-

book for the FAP (Fundamentals of 

Actuarial Practice) course.

•  Checking and monitoring plagiarism 

and other forms of cheating on e-Learn-

ing module exercises and assessments 

using a variety of software applications, 

as well as improving processes and 

communications to reduce cheating, 
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and developing a 30-minute integrity 

and responsibility course.

•  Working toward implementing the SOA 

Board  approval of twice-a-year admin-

istration of the FSA exams.

movIng forwArd
All of these initiatives are geared toward 

the objectives cited above—delivering an 

education and assessment process that is 

current, relevant, and that focuses on cre-

dentialing actuaries. CBT, for instance, is 

something that will continue to march on: 

next in line is likely to be exam MFE, 

and don’t be surprised when the fellowship 

exams evolve to the point of allowing can-

didates to use computers and spreadsheets 

and … well, all the tools actuaries use every 

day. The questions we are able to ask will 

be far more robust than those we are able 

to ask today, enhancing further our ability to 

confirm (validate) the knowledge and skills 

of a deserving candidate.

Section liaisons and pretesting were also 

initiatives whose seeds sprang to fruition 

in 2009. The desire with the former was 

to be able to access specific expertise 

when it came to differentiating between the 

theoretical and the practical, and to have a 

third-party expert resource to whom exam-

style questions could be exposed for com-

ment. The latter—pretesting—originated 

with the preliminary exams and has now 

been extended to the fellowship exams, 

where a recent FSA is asked to take the 

exam under pseudo-exam conditions and 

comment in a variety of areas, with the 

objective of optimizing the final version 

administered to candidates.

The delivery of Education is often ultimate-

ly a function of the caliber of volunteers 

that make up the system, and other recent 

initiatives have been oriented their way. 

Extensive training for item writers and grad-

ers is now an entrenched part of the process 

used for examination committee volunteers 

at Central Grading meetings and for e-Learn-

ing committee volunteers at specific training 

and grading sessions held three times last 

year. In addition, Central Review meetings 

have commenced for several years now with 

training on subjects such as statistical differ-

entiation among (candidate) cohorts, and 

considerations in pass mark setting.

ouTsIde educATIon
Educating actuaries is not solely the domain 

of the SOA, and 2009 saw the launch (or 

expansion) of several initiatives that sought 

to strengthen the role of the academic 

branch of the profession. These included:

•  University Outreach—Many young 

actuaries decide to pursue the profes-

sion prior to or during their college years. 

That is why it is so important to build our 

relationship with the 

academic commu-

nity. To that end, the 

SOA developed the 

University Outreach 

program. Under this 

program, SOA staff and 

members visit universities and colleges 

in the United States and Canada to meet 

actuarial science faculty and students, to 

share information on new opportunities 

for actuaries (e.g., ERM and the CERA 

credential), to discuss the SOA’s exam 

system, and to answer questions. Since 

the program’s inception in 2008 we have 

met many enthusiastic students who truly 

appreciate the chance to meet SOA lead-

ers, those who have gone through the 

program and those who manage the 

Education system. We also use these vis-

its to meet students outside the actuarial 

science program who may be a good fit 

for the profession, and encourage them 

to consider becoming actuaries.

Peter hayes



  In 2009, the SOA met with almost 1,000 

students and 120 advisors at 16 universi-

ties. To learn more about the program, 

visit www.riskisopportunity.net.

•  Centers of Actuarial Excellence—The 

SOA launched a program in June 2009 to 

identify Centers of Actuarial Excellence 

(CAE) within the academic community. 

The program allows U.S. or Canadian 

universities and colleges with outstand-

ing actuarial programs the opportunity 

to be recognized for that achievement 

and to compete for substantial grants 

for education and research. A school is 

designated a CAE if it meets the follow-

ing criteria:

•  Offers a program with an identifi-

able degree or track in actuarial 

science.

•  Provides a curriculum with approved 

courses in all Validation by 

Educational Experience (VEE) sub-

jects and which covers 80 percent of 

the material in at least four of the five 

preliminary examinations (currently 

P, FM, MFE, MLC and C).

•  Produces at least 10 graduates 

per year from the actuarial sci-

ence program.

•  Maintains a responsible faculty 

of sufficient quantity and qual-

ity (with at least one credentialed 

actuary on faculty).

•  Produces high quality graduates 

who are in demand by employers.

•  Offers a curriculum that integrates 

with other relevant fields, partic-

ularly those developing business 

acumen and communication.

•  Connects to industry (e.g., advisory 

board, campus speakers).

•  Produces appropriate research and 

other scholarship.

The first recipients of the CAE status were 

announced by the SOA in December 2009. 

There are now 13 schools in total.

•  Doctoral Stipends—Strong actuarial 

science programs produce students 

deeply committed to the profession, 

who understand its history, and who 

are primed to become actuarial lead-

ers. The academic community pro-

duces important new research, often 

developing concepts and methods that 

will generate breakthrough practice 

applications. The SOA established the 

Doctoral Stipend program to increase 

the number of academic actuaries who 

hold both a Ph.D. and an actuarial 

designation, and who intend to pursue 

academic careers in the United States or 

Canada. An ongoing program awarded 

annually, the stipends provide support 

for up to five years of study and encour-

age bright students to enter teaching 

and research for the profession. Five 

stipends were awarded in 2009.

communIcATIng
Communication was another initiative 

that received a heightened profile with-

in Education in 2009. In addition to five 

Education-specific articles in The Actuary 

last year, and the University Outreach pro-

gram described above, there were signifi-

cant candidate-oriented achievements. These 

included Pathway to Membership, a new 

interactive Web tool intended to clearly dis-

play the requirements for attaining a des-

ignation (it also offers suggestions about 

the order in which the requirements might 

be approached—you can check it out at 

http://www.soa.org/education/exam-req/); 

candidate surveys that were administered 

after both the May and November fellowship 

exams (the results of the November survey 

were presented to the Education Executive 

Group in January of this year, and determina-

tions are being made with respect to potential 

changes in response to candidate feedback); 

and the opportunity, as part of the Balanced 

Scorecard initiative, for Education volunteers, 

Section liaisons, pretesters and candidates to 

provide feedback on the Education syllabus. 

The information collected with the above 

surveys will not only help to make effective 

changes, but also help us to determine those 

areas where better communication is needed 

to advise of programs or policies that have 

already been implemented.

In The mIx
The activity level associated with all of the 

above is enormous, particularly in a profes-

sional organization that relies heavily on 

its member volunteers. In addition to all of 

this, however, the Education group had less 

direct, but nonetheless important involve-

ment with several other initiatives underway 

within the SOA. These included:

•  Professional Development Redesign—

While not a direct responsibility of the 

Education Executive Group, several 

group members brought an education 

perspective to the redesign project;

•  Global CERA—The SOA entered 

into a worldwide treaty with 13 other 

actuarial associations to establish the 

CERA credential as the recognized 
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Communication was another initiative that received 
a heightened profile within Education in 2009.



Enterprise Risk Management creden-

tial worldwide. The Education group is 

now working towards implementation 

of the treaty provisions. At the end of 

December 2009, there were 599 CERA 

credential holders. This number is set 

to increase substantially once some of 

the other associations are approved to 

offer the education and assessments to 

credential CERAs.

•  Principles for Education—This proj-

ect was undertaken by the Transfer 

Knowledge Team (TKT). The TKT has 

delivered a set of principles that were 

approved by the Board in February. You 

will receive more information on this 

topic in an article planned for the next 

The Actuary magazine.

In conclusion, these are incredibly busy 

times for Education at the SOA. Many 

hours have been spent by your volunteers 

and SOA staff on these very important 

initiatives. We encourage you to take time 

to discover who these volunteers and staff 

members are. Talk to them when you have 

a chance. Offer up your ideas and your 

encouragements. Better yet, become an 

Education volunteer yourself. We have 

opportunities for actuaries in all stages of 

their careers. Education is our responsibil-

ity: “It’s all about the accreditation.”  A

Peter hayes, fsA, fcIA, is a principal with Eckler Ltd. 

He can be contacted at phayes@eckler.ca. 
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475 N. Martingale Road, Suite 600 • Schaumburg, IL 60173-2226
phone: 847.706.3535 • web: www.actuarialfoundation.org

That's why the Foundation developed Building Your Future, 
an engaging and relevant high school financial literacy curriculum
resource. Now, more than ever, today’s teachers thirst for resources 
to teach their students how to manage money wisely for a secure financial
future. The Building Your Future series is designed to quench that thirst.

Many of your colleagues have already joined the 
QUENCH THE THIRST campaign for financial literacy. 
Now we need your help, too.

Hundreds of teachers have requested and are waiting for 
these valuable resources. Your gift of $250 provides one 
high school classroom with the Building Your Future curriculum. 

View the schools in need and donate today at
www.actuarialfoundation.org/donate/quench.shtml

Help QUENCH THE THIRST for knowledge today!

Financial illiteracy hurts

“The Building Your Future lesson plans are just what we need to help
students grasp how important financial literacy is to everyday life.” 

— Charleston High School (TN)


