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STUDYING FOR THE
QUALIFYING EXAM

The subtitle of this article could be,
“Or what does the faculty want you to
know?” You can spend months (and
some do) devising intricate strategies for
second-guessing what you will be asked
on your exam, planning for trick ques-
tions, and never feeling that you know
enough. Or you can make a planned
attack, making the best use of your
time and abilities.

In the last issue of this newsletter, we
discussed the importance of disman-
tling the big chore of writing a disserta-
tion by breaking it into many smaller,
less intimidating tasks. Similarly, the
qualifying exam needs demystifying
to make it manageable. Fear of the un-
known, fueled by the inevitable rumors
that float around the department about
someone who failed, can reduce you to
unfocused, frantic studying right up to
the last minute.

To get a handle on the task of study-
ing and passing the qualifying exam,
you must 1) find out everything you can
about what to expect during the exam,
and 2) organize accordingly.

What Are They Looking For? As a
Ph.D., you will be an expert and a
scholar, and a task of an expert is to
communicate knowledge, whether it is
in the classroom or at a professional
meeting. .

“You've got to be able to convince
people that you really know what you're
talking about,” says former Associate
Graduate Dean Daniel Melia. “It’s not
just a question of what you know, it's a
question of being able to impart what
you know. This is one of the reasons the
Graduate Council insists upon an oral
examination. It’s because this is some-
thing that you are going to have to do
in your real life as a Ph.D.”

Part of your task, then, is to be con-
vincing in your arguments, as well as
accurate. The exam is not a test of how

many facts you can memorize about
three broad areas, but how you've orga-
nized those facts and how you can use
them to bolster your arguments. Many
questions will have no “right” answer.
Intelligent, informed conjecture is accept-
able in many cases. “Synthesize, not
memorize,” is a key phrase.

“We're trying to see students’ ability
to cope with questions, to reason on
their feet,” says one professor. “We're
not trying to see how much they can
memorize.”

Departments vary in their require-
ments for the qualifying exam. Some
have a written as well as an oral compo-
nent; some require that students pre-
sent a talk about their research. Whatever
the format, the following tips from stu-
dents who recently passed their exams
may help.

Talk to other students. Nearly every
student we talked to said it was very
helpful to talk to students who had re-
cently passed their exams, especially
to those students with committee mem-
bers in common. Ask other students
about the format of their exams. Did the
exam begin with a short summary of
the candidate’s academic career by either
the chairperson or the candidate? Were
there breaks? If your department in-
cludes a talk as part of the exam, how
long was it? Did faculty members inter-
rupt the talk with questions?

“I think the best thing I did was to
talk to other people who had done it,”
said one student. “That was the key fac-
tor in knowing it is possible to pass.”

Talk to your committee. As obvious
as it seems, many students neglect this
all-important resource, even though
much of the intimidating mystery of the
exam lies in what these faculty mem-
bers will ask.

“Graduate students don’t communi-

cate with their committees, and they are

afraid about the extent or the depth of
what they know,” observed one student.

Talk to your committee members.
Find out what you need to know. They
can help you plan (read: contain) your
studying. See the related article on page
2 for suggestions on approaching your
committee before the exam.

Tailor the exam to your interests.
You may have more power than you
realize when it comes to deciding what
you will be asked. Ask your committee
and/or other faculty members to help
you delineate the areas on which you
will be examined.

“It's very difficult to construct areas
when you don't know how the academic
field itself is structured. If you could
structure your areas, you could proba-
bly pass your exam,” said one student
who recently passed his exam “with
distinction.” “I talked about the areas I
was interested in, and my adviser and
another faculty member helped me find
academic labels for them.”

Prepare a briof outline of what
you know about the three areas.
The outline structures what you know;
you can plug facts into this framework
to illustrate your ideas. It also shifts
your study emphasis from amassing
facts to reviewing and developing con-
cepts. Take this outline with you when
you talk to members of your committee.
Ask them what else you need to know.
It's a good way of organizing your
studying.
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Present a bibliography to your
committee members. If the outline
approach isn't appropriate, present a bib-
liography for a particular area to your
committee members and ask what other
sources you should study. Aim to con-

. tain your studying. Ask which publica-
tions the professor would read to review
a certain area quickly and effectively.

“You have to be aggressive in your
meetings with faculty members on
your committee,” one student advised.
“Lay your cards on the table. Ask
them, ‘If you had three days to read to
learn all of the material in one area,
which one book would you read?’”

Spend no more than three or four
months studying for your exam.
Among the graduate students we talked
to, three or four months of studying
was average—the shortest was an ex-
tremely well-organized three weeks. One
obvious drawback to studying too long
is that you can't review it all and remem-
ber what you read at the beginning.

“My biggest problem was that,
although I studied a lot, I would forget
everything 1 studied three weeks be-
fore,” commented one student.

Avoid having to review the review.
Begin studying early enough to
permit time for rehearsing. Rehears-
ing for your exam is vital, especially if

you’ve never taken an oral exam. See
the article on this page for advice on
mock orals. Rehearsing, according to
all we talked to, is more important than
rushing to the library to read one more
article or book, “just in case.”

THE QUAI.IFYING EXAM:
CLEARING THE HURDLE

If the thought of taking your qualify-
ing exam incites a crise de nerfs, you are
not alone.

Twenty years later, Professor X recalls
a sense of the conference table and
himself sinking into the floor at the
onset of the exam. Professor Y remem-
bers the exact wording of a question
that he couldn’t answer. Both profes-
sors passed their exams; both are now
tenured professors at Berkeley and
regularly serve as committee members
on qualifying exams.

The lesson:No one is perfect, not
even the people examining you. And
they don’t expect you to be perfect,
either.

Most people admit that there are two
challenges to the qualifying exam:
learning the material and cultivating the
poise and confidence to communicate
what you have learned. Many maintain
that the first is easier than the second.

“The thing that hurts most students
is not their preparation, but the psycho-
logical shock of the exam,” says former
Associate Graduate Dean Daniel Melia.
“For most people, this is the first oral
examination they've ever had.”

We talked with Dr. Robert Mixson,
counseling psychologist at the Counsel-
ing Center, about common fears and
how students can prepare themselves
psychologically for this rite of passage.

What are you telling yourself? If
you're preparing for your qualifying
exam, some of the following may sound
familiar.

* The faculty knows much more than
I do and will trip me up with tricky
questions.

* I must be able to answer every ques-
tion I am asked.

« I must review everything. I don't
have enough time to review it all, but
if I don’t, I won't pass.

« I will go blank and not be able to
answer anything.

« If I fail the exam, my husband (wife,
parents, adviser, etc.) will never speak
to me again.

» Not many people have failed in my
department, but there is always the
odd case. I will be that case.

All these suppositions give rise to
anxiety and with good reason. It is

intimidating to feel you have to know
everything about a given topic and
to perform well under pressure.

Try the followmg strategies, gleaned
from conversations with Mixson and
several graduate students, to help you
minimize your anxiety and maximize
your effectiveness before and during the
exam.

BEFORE THE EXAM

Face the Facts About Failing. Very
few students fail their qualifying exams
—since 1975, only 6% of Berkeley grad-
uate students have failed their first
exams. While many students say they
realize that most people pass, the fol-
lowing is a typical comment.

“I had heard that everybody passes,”
remarked one student who recently
passed her exam, “but I went in feeling
that I had a 50-50 chance.”

The fact is that chances are excellent
that you will pass.

Recognize that your committee
wants you to pass. The professors on
your committee have a great interest in
seeing you do well. They selected you
for graduate study and trained you in
courses. You will represent their depart-
ment when you leave the University.

“I didn’t get any question that was in
any way unfair,” said one student.

“The professors were really cordial
and tried to put me at ease,” said another.
“They weren'’t trying to intimidate me
atall”

“It was not a grill atmosphere,” said
a third. “It was an attempt to give me
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every opportunity to show what I knew.”

Several students mentioned that
committee members went so far as to
re-state questions of other committee
members so that the student would
understand.

“They’d start giving me hints, leading
me in the right direction, restating the
question,” said one student. “And when
I came back in after the second break,
they were smiling and seemed genuinely
happy that the exam was successful.”

Don't fly blind —find out what to
expect. As we said on page 1, a major
obstacle of the qualifying exam is that
most students have never had such an
exam and therefore don’t know what to
expect. Finding out all you can about
what to expect is a sound strategy for
calming your nerves and preparing for
a successful exam.

Talk to students who have passed their
exams, especially those who have at
least one committee member in common
with you. Inquire about the typical
format of an exam in your department.
Find out what you are expected to
know so that you can focus your studying.

Stop studying and start practicing.
Be sure to give yourself time to re-
hearse. Nearly every student we talked
to reported that practicing for the exam
was very helpful.

Besides giving you a chance to review
what you know about the subject mat-
ter, a mock exam gives you the experi-
ence of answering questions before a
group and makes you feel more confi-
dent in that setting.

“It is much more important to practice
in an oral setting than it is to pick up
a few more facts,” Mixson says. “One
of the common sources of failure when
it does happen is that people procrasti-
nate so long about studying that they
never get rehearsal time.”

Initially, suggests Mixson, you may
want to practice alone, using a tape
recorder. Rehearse answering questions
you are fairly certain you will be asked.
If there is a question you dread being
asked because you've never fully under-
stood the issue, prepare an answer.

“The things I had problems with on
the exam were the things I'd had prob-
lems with before conceptually and never
followed up on,” said one student.

If you have an oral presentation as
part of the exam, practice it several
times, using a blackboard if you will do
so during the real exam. As one stu-

dent says in the accompanying column,
committee members often interrupt
students during their presentations. If
your talk is well-practiced, you’ll have
n;)f problem in picking up where you left
off.

Often major advisers as well as other
students and postdocs are glad to give
you a mock exam. Some students begin
with a mock oral with other students
and then move to one with postdocs and
faculty.

Prepare for the occasional mis-
take. Imagining a perfect exam, in
which you know every answer and are
consistently brilliant for two or three
hours, is simply not realistic.

“You shouldn’t even imagine a perfect
exam,” says Mixson. “You should
imagine that you are going to make a
mistake and plan on how you are going
to handle it

Rehearse saying that you don’t know.
And plan what you will say in case you
draw a blank. Mixson suggests that you
gain time by saying, “Let me take
some time to consider that question.”
Your committee will understand and
wait for you to recover.

Imagine your options if you don't
pass your exam. If you're going to
worry, you might as well go a step beyond
and figure out what you are going to
do if you fail. Mixson suggests develop-
ing a practical plan, just in case. What
course could you follow? What job might
you be interested in? What re-training
would be helpful? How could you juggle
your finances?

Reaffirm that you chose to be in
graduate school and that this
is what you really want to do. The
qualifying exam is a milestone on the
way to your goal.

“I started asking myself hard ques-
tions about whether or not this was
what I really wanted to do,” said one
student. “And I realized that what 'm
doing is what I really want to do””

Reaffirming your choice gets you out
of the victim/inquisitor model, says
Mixson.

DURING THE EXAM

Approach the exam in the style of
a peer. Your committee is judging your
ability to reason, synthesize, and com-
municate. But in many ways you are a
peer in knowledge, particularly in your

specialty areas. You may find that com-

- mittee members are stimulated by your

answers and talk among themselves.

“I was really surprised during my
exam that someone would ask a ques-
tion, and someone else would respond
with another question,” reported one
student. “I felt I was giving them infor-
mation they didn't have and valuable
insights.”

If you are nervous, say so. If you're
nervous and not thinking too clearly
when asked a question, say so. Keep in
mind that the committee members are
instructed by the Graduate Division to
“try to humanize an inherently difficult
examination” and that the chair should
“do all in his or her power to put the
student at ease.”

“Saying, ‘I'm a little nervous right
now; I'll have to get myself organized’
is fine,” says Mixson. And it will give
you time to think. L

Take control of your exam as much
as possible. Although you cannot
know the questions you will be asked,
if you have talked to your committee
and other students, you should have a
good idea of what to expect. In some
cases, you may be asked your prefer-
ence as to the order of topics. And if
you have prepared answers to questions
you are fairly certain you will be asked,
you will have well-organized responses
with no unfortunate tangents that may
lead to questions you can’t answer.

Take your time in answering ques-
tions. Listen to the questions and give
yourself time to think about them.
Although the silence can be unnerving
while you think about an answer, rush-
ing in with a disorganized response is
worse.

If you fee] awkward about the time it
takes to think, try one student’s tech-
nique: She imitated the thoughtful man-
ner of one of her committee members,
who always said, “Well, let’s see,” when
asked a question. This gives you time
to think.

if you can't answer a question,
say so. Don't pretend that you know
the answer. Going off on a tangent is a
transparent attempt to avoid the ques-
tion. Most committees will simply restate
the question. Say you don't know.

if you can't answer a question
or feel you have given a poor or in-
correct answer, don't dwell on it.
Remember that no one expects you to
know all the answers. Most likely the
very people who are examining you
didn’t know all the answers on their
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qualifying exams.

“You can’t worry about what's going
to happen as a consequence of doing
badly,” says Mixson. “That’s the thing
that gets people the most anxious and
impairs their concentration.”

Concentrate on the next question, the
one you will field with confidence.
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