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CalCPA Chair Kathy A. Johnson is a busy 
person—and in complete control of  the demands 
placed on her and the time management it takes to 
navigate her professional life. This sense of  control 
is evident when she speaks, as she chooses her words 
fastidiously and speaks with precision.

Johnson is now the owner of  CPA Forensics Plus 
in San Bernadino, but she’s a Texas gal at heart 
whose long career in the newspaper industry had her 
bouncing in to and out of  California for many years 
before finally settling in San Bernadino.

Cutting her chops in various newsrooms in 
California and Texas isn’t the only thing that makes Johnson a unique CPA. 
She’s also a black woman, which makes her a rare statistic in the accounting 
profession. But this is a fact she uses as a strength to serve as a role model for 
those like her whom she can prove to that accounting is an inclusive profession 
that very much wants to bring diversity into the fold.

Oh, and she once tried out to be a Dallas Cowboy cheerleader, which 
she partly credits to growing up with three brothers and her lifelong 
obsession with sports. 

The Lone Star State Accountant
Johnson’s relationship with accounting started in high school in Texas. “I 
really loved math and knew I wanted to go to the University of  Texas at 
Austin—that wasn’t a question. But I had no clue how I was going to pay for 

it, or what I wanted to be my major.” During her junior year in high school she 
went to her counselor, who had been reviewing her grades. 
“She suggested that I take accounting and I told her I didn’t really want to do any 

hard math,” she laughs. “I had good grades in math and liked algebra, but didn’t like 
geometry or trigonometry at all. The counselor told me that isn’t really what accounting is 
about, so I decided to try it.” 

Kathy A. Johnson
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So she and her best friend 
took an accounting class—and 
she was off on what would turn 
out to be the perfect career path 
for her. And, incidentally, not only 
herself, but also her best friend, 
who also majored in accounting. 

Johnson did achieve her goal of  attending the University of  
Texas at Austin and later transferred to the University of  Texas at 
Arlington to be closer to Dallas.

“I wanted to try out for the Dallas Cowboys cheerleaders, 
which I did. I didn’t make the squad, but it was so much fun!”

Before graduating, Johnson started work in the newspaper 
industry for the Dallas Times Herald, which was looking for someone 
to work in accounts payable. 

“I was over-qualified for the position but, surprisingly, I got a 
call from the accounting manager who saw my résumé and told me 
the paper just opened up a staff accounting position that I was a fit 
for,” she says. 

Johnson applied for the job, got hired and started working at 
the paper while finishing up school at night. “I liked the newspaper 
industry, and moved up through it,” she explains. “I loved the 
interaction with all the different departments and newsrooms.”

One of  Johnson’s first jobs was to review, analyze and approve 
expense vouchers for the editorial department. Skip Bayless was 
one of  the reporters, and Johnson says you can learn a lot about the 
travels and adventures of  many of  the reporters by looking at the 
stories told through the expense reports. “I found stuff like that so 
exciting, as I wasn’t working on just numbers.”

Johnson also interacted with the advertising department and 
would celebrate with them when they would land a new account 
or launch a new advertising campaign. “I love numbers, and I love 
accounting, but I also love people,” she explains. “I tell people that 
I’m a unique accountant in that I want to work with the numbers, 
but I also want to be involved with people.” 

Being in the newspaper industry gave 
Johnson the perfect intersection of  working 
with numbers and people she craved. 

Johnson as MVP
Johnson was voted the most valuable 
employee during her second year on the 
job, and she was off and running on what 
seemed to be the perfect career arc. The 
Dallas Times Herald was eventually sold to 
Dean Singleton, founder and past executive 
board chairman of  MediaNews Group. 

“Dean also graduated from UT 
Arlington and had applied for a reporting 
job at the paper before he left school, and 
they turned him down,” Johnson said. “Ten 
years later, lo and behold, he had some 
financial backing and actually buys the 
newspaper that wouldn’t hire him.” 

Singleton’s emergence on the scene 
was a good thing for Johnson, as he set up 
a corporate office in Dallas to oversee his 
group of  newspapers—Johnson’s being the 
largest—his organization owned at the time, 

and was looking for a staff accountant.
“My friends were telling me it was a bean counter job that 

I wouldn’t really want. But my mother always told me not to let 
other people tell me what to do; you decide what’s best for you,” 
Johnson said. 

Johnson always keeps her mother’s words close to heart and, 
inspired by them, thought to herself  that she would apply for the 
job anyway as one never knows where these type of  positions lead, 
even if  it did seem like just a bean counter job on the face of  things. 

Johnson, of  course, ended up getting the job and was one of  
the first three employees hired to Singleton’s corporate office for 
MediaNews Group, continuing the career arc that had already 
given her so much joy.

Mentors and Moving Up the Ladder
“Landing that job was a really a turning point in my life,” says 
Johnson. “The man who was hired as the CFO, Jodi Lodovic, 
worked at Ernst & Young previously. He spent a lot of  time  
with me, and taught me what it meant to be an accountant. He  
was a very ethical person. I think he is one of  the reasons that I 
have been so successful in my career because he taught me the  
right way to do things. 

“He showed me the importance of  details and how I should be 
looking at them, and the checks and balances that need to be put in 
place. When I was going through that process with him at the time, 
I didn’t realize the importance of  what he was teaching me. The 
more I worked in the accounting industry and the more I talked to 
people without that hands-on training, the more I realized what a 
special situation I was in and how lucky I was to work with him.”

“I love all sports and am always 
watching it, except for maybe boxing.”

“The news is in my blood,  
and the TV is always on some news 
channel—if I’m not watching sports.”

“I enjoy learning and think that’s 
why I enjoy teaching. I’ve always 

excelled at learning. We used to have 
to walk to school as kids and, if the 
weather was bad, my mother would 

keep us home to stop us from walking 
in inclement weather. I remember a 

couple of times I would wake up extra 
early before her so she couldn’t stop 

me from going to school.” 

Kathy Johnson Tidbits

“I tell people that I’m a unique accountant in that I want  
to work with numbers, but also want to be involved with people.”
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Financial Literacy
According to a May 17 New York Times article, 
the Federal Reserve Bank of New York 
reported that in the first quarter of 2017, 
consumer debt rose to $12.73 trillion. Student 
loans account for 10.6 percent of that total, up 
from 3.3 percent. Americans have borrowed 
more money than they had in the height of the 
credit bubble in 2008. 

CalCPA has financial literacy programs 
that focus on these areas and much more, 
and I would like to shine a spotlight on these 
programs that are increasingly needed in all 
sectors of our economy. No one is too young 
or too old to focus on financial literacy. CalCPA 
partners with educators at all levels (K-12 and 
college) as well as financial professionals and 
government agencies to promote financial 
literacy. Our high school programs cover 
primarily six topics: money management, 
borrowing, earning power, investing, financial 
services and insurance.

Campus Outreach
Our organization has been successful at 
recruiting college students and providing  
them value—indeed that segment of our 
membership has increased 27 percent over the 
past five years. We have campus ambassadors 
on more than 40 college campuses, and 
include students on many of our chapter 
boards. We provide scholarships at both the 
undergraduate and graduate level, and the 
exposure to CalCPA at this stage helps these 
future CPAs begin to chart their path in our 
profession and identify potential opportunities 
for new CPAs. Many of us also mentor 
these students by providing internships and 
networking opportunities that assist with 
getting that first job.

But the classroom reach goes deeper than 
that. According to an article by Quinton Booker 
in April 2005 issue of Journal of Accountancy, 
“many students decide to major in accounting 
as early as high school …” At a recent AICPA 
Council meeting, we learned that 65 percent of 
Generation Z (considered those born in the last 
half 1990s) want to know what they want to 
be before going to college. Using our financial 
literacy programs, we are positioned to work 
with this group in ways that can help them 
understand the many career paths available 
to CPAs, as well as provide information on 
financial planning for their college education. 
These programs are free, interactive, flexible 
and adapted to the individual audience—and 
can also be a lot of fun.

m
essage from

the chair

Diversity
Diversity is a business reality. According to 
recent studies (including information on the 
AICPA website), minorities will be the majority 
by 2042. Changes to the economic landscape, 
technology and global competition for our 
services will necessitate diversification as it 
becomes increasingly more important. To be 
effective and competitive in this new global 
economy, our profession needs diversity of all 
kinds: Racial; gender; diversity in thought and 
opinion; and different social, economic and 
demographic lines.

Although statistics are sketchy because 
diversity is not tracked at a detailed level, 
Diversity Inc. reported in 2012 that of all CPAs, 
only 1 percent are black and about 3 percent 
are Hispanic. Actually, minorities only made up 
about 8 percent of CPAs. They also reported 
that only about 21 percent of all CPA firm 
partners are women.

Based on current research, those numbers 
have not moved very much in recent years. 
Part of the issue deals with the minority 
pipeline and retention. We as a profession can 
do better–we must do better. 
Sally Ride was an American physicist and 
astronaut. One of her famous quotes reads, 
“It’s hard for each of us to imagine what 
we can’t see.” For many of us, that quote 
is very much true. I believe that this year, I 
will be in a unique position to work at the 
grassroots level, seeking ways to partner with 
groups like the National Association of Black 
Accountants (NABA), Alliance of Black Women 
Accountants (ABWA) and Association of Latino 
Professionals (ALPHA), just to name a few, 
to inspire young minorities to give them an 
opportunity to see themselves as a CPA and a 
leader in the largest state society of CPAs. 

Actually, this is a record setting year for our 
profession in many ways. This year we have 
the first black chair of the AICPA (Kimberly 
Ellison-Taylor), the first black chair of the 
CalCPA Education Foundation (Okorie Ramsey) 
and I am the first black chair of CalCPA. I hope 
seeing diverse leaders in these high-profile CPA 
organizations will inspire black Americans and 
all types of diversification in our profession, and 
show the importance of this issue in serving our 
ever diversifying client base.

2017-18 CalCPA Chair Kathy Johnson
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Johnson continued on the newspaper career path, securing her 
CPA license along the way. She worked at various newspapers in 
Dallas and California over the years, and worked her way up from 
staff accountant to vice president of  planning and analysis for the 
Inland Division of  the Los Angeles Newspaper Group.

“One strategy that Dean had been successful in doing as he was 
buying up newspapers was consolidating the back-office accounting 
functions,” she explains. 

“When the economic recession hit, we had to do more and 
more of  consolidating those functions. When I started my third stint 
in California and transferred to San Bernadino I was hired as the 
finance director for two newspapers, the San Bernardino Sun and the 
Redlands Daily Facts.” 

As the recession continued, and the papers continued to look 
for ways to cut costs, they started eliminating mid-level managerial 
positions, and Johnson absorbed some of  those duties. Her 
responsibilities eventually grew to becoming the vice president 
for six newspapers. She worked in that scenario for about three 
years before Singleton had to sell the company to a new team of  
investment bankers, at which point Johnson had to make a decision 
as to whether she wanted to stay in the industry.

“It wasn’t fun for me anymore at that point,” she says. 
“Because I had my CPA license and my MBA, I had options and 
didn’t feel stuck like some of  my colleagues who had to stay in the 
newspaper industry.”

CalCPA Helps Lead the Way
CalCPA, and the networking Johnson had started doing within the 
organization, was a big part of  her decision not to leave California. 
So, when faced with this decision as to what to do after leaving 
the paper in San Bernadino, Johnson started reaching out to her 
network, like former CalCPA Chair Jennifer Ziegler, whom she 

had become very good friends with, and Ed Jordan, also a former 
CalCPA chair, who chose her as his one pick to sit on state board, 
which made her feel special.

“I was moving up the ranks through CalCPA and didn’t want 
to leave California,” she says. Lynette Atchley a CalCPA Inland 
Empire Chapter board member offered to teach Johnson how to 
prepare taxes for a living. Johnson started to do contract work for 
Atchley in that vein, at which point another opportunity arose from 
another chapter board member, Janet Courts, who recommended 
Johnson for a teaching position at Cal State San Bernadino. 

“The university was looking for someone to take over teaching 
three classes, and I accepted two of  those classes. A man named 
Howard Friedman accepted the position teaching the third class,” 

says Johnson. “He was a CPA who had been doing forensic 
accounting for more than 25 years. The school was emailing us 
both at the same time with information about our classes and he 
emailed me when he noticed I also lived in Yucaipa.”

As well as living in the same town as Johnson, Friedman  
owned a forensic accounting practice in San Bernadino and 
suggested the two of  them meet for coffee to discuss some possible 
shared opportunities. 

“That’s how I got into forensic accounting. Two months later I 
was signing a partnership agreement with Howard,” Johnson says. 

Friedman was looking for a licensed CPA who would be willing to 
partner with one of  his staff (Koria January), who had not yet gotten 

her license, but was in the process of  studying 
for the exam. Johnson fit the bill. 

Johnson did not know a lot about  
forensic accounting, but her CalCPA network 
stepped up again. Ziegler and Atchley were 
sounding boards for Johnson, and their input 
and guidance helped her transition into 
forensic accounting. 

Friedman stayed on for two years 
providing hands-on training, and before 
leaving, Johnson became certified in financial 
forensics and has been running the firm with 
her business partner, now a licensed CPA, for 
about three years. 

CalCPA: The Beginning
Let’s take a few steps back, to when Johnson 
was working as a CPA/VP for a newspaper 
in the Inland Empire, to learn how CalCPA 
entered in to Johnson’s professional life. 
There were a number of  newspaper financial 

executives in the area that she knew, but not 
many had a CPA license like she did.
“Looking for that CPA camaraderie, I 

attended an Inland Empire Chapter event. I didn’t 
know anyone,” she recalls. “When I walked through the 

door, there was CalCPA program associate Monica Thompson 
welcoming me with the warmest smile, which is exactly what I 
needed being a stranger in that situation. I felt extremely welcome. 
The executive team—Scott Hofferber, Lynette Atchley, Bruce Gray 
Johanna Sweaney-Salt—all came up to me and made me feel even 
more welcome.”

“Once you get 
a taste of the 
interactivity,  
the learning,  
the camaraderie 
and the support, 
it’s addicting.

“Once you get 
a taste of the 
interactivity,  
the learning,  
the camaraderie 
and the support, 
it’s addicting.”

“My movement through CalCPA leadership was really about being 
prepared to take advantage of the opportunities offered to me.”
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At the time, CalCPA was really trying to recruit CPAs from 
business and industry. The executive team asked Johnson if  she 
would serve as the chair of  the chapter’s Business and Industry 
Committee. “It was a committee of  one at the time, which I wasn’t 
aware of  when they offered me the position,” she laughs. “But I 
told them that historically I had moved every two to three years, so 
I wasn’t sure if  I could realistically fulfill that obligation and didn’t 
make the commitment.

“A couple months later I got an email from Monica regarding 
leadership training for the Inland Empire Chapter,” says Johnson. 
She emailed Thompson back asking if  she was sure the leadership 
email was meant for her. 

“I got an email back from Monica saying Scott told her I was 
going to be the chair of  the B&I Committee. I figured, if  Scott says 
so, I’ll be there.” 

So she jumped into an active role 
with CalCPA head first. 

“My movement through  
CalCPA leadership was really about 
being prepared to take advantage  
of  the opportunities offered to me,” 
Johnson says. She stuck to these  
words when she was offered a spot  
on the CalCPA Nominations 
Committee, as well as when her 
CalCPA friends said she should  
apply to take part in CalCPA 
Leadership Institute. She stepped  
up on both counts and set herself   
on the path to rise through the ranks  
to assume the CalCPA chair position  
for 2017-18. 

“Once you get a taste of  the 
interactivity, the learning, the 
camaraderie and the support, it’s 
addicting. I kept taking one  
more step after another, deepening my 
involvement with CalCPA,” she says.

The Chair’s Three-point Plan
Johnson has three things she wants to focus on as chair, the first  
is financial literacy, which she has been involved with since she 
joined CalCPA. 

“The more financially literate a person is the better off  
they will be in working their way through societal challenges,” 
she says. “I want to interact with as many financial literacy 
presentations I’m invited to that can be worked in my schedule 
because it’s really important.”

Her second goal has to do with her experience as a teacher. 
“CalCPA has been really good at reaching out to college 

students through our successful Campus Ambassador Program 
and by offering free membership to college students. CalCPA has 
expanded our initiatives to get in front of  high school students 
and share the benefits of  what being a CPA or working in the 

accounting profession can  
grant you. 

“If  a child’s parents aren’t 
accountants and all you are  
seeing successful basketball  
or football superstars on TV, the 
benefits of  being a CPA are not  
as visible to our youth. This a  
great profession that offers people  
a wonderful standard of  living,  

and there are many areas you can  
go into once you decide to become  
an accountant.”

Johnson’s third goal has to do with 
diversity. “The latest research I could find stated that only 1 percent 
of  CPAs are black. I see evidence of  the pipeline in my classrooms 
and I want to make sure that kids know that this profession, which 
didn’t used to be open to all walks of  life, is now open and we really 

want to be diversified. There are opportunities for everyone in this 
profession and I really want to take advantage of  this opportunity 
and platform as chair to communicate that message, as well as be a 
role model, if  possible.”

After listening to the confidence and determination in Johnson’s 
words, there’s no doubt there will be some future CPA leader 
speaking about how Johnson was the role model that led the way to 
a successful career as a CPA.

Damien English is CalCPA’s managing editor. You can reach him at 
damien.english@calcpa.org. 

“There are opportunities for everyone in this profession and I really 
want to … communicate that message, as well as be a role model.”

“I know many say you should have a vision 
board and you should know where you want 
to go, but if I had depended on that my 
entire career, I probably wouldn’t have been 
here now because I didn’t know about CPAs 
when I was starting out.”

“I want to continue to teach for the rest of 
my life, if possible.” 

“I really want to be a role model for 
people who don’t know about what they 
can achieve in this profession. Along those 
lines, I really began to think about where 
I can make the most difference. I’m a 
black woman, in accounting and I love this 
profession. I know there are others out there 
like me and I want to help them see that 
there’s a place for them in this industry.”

On the Future


