Exam Prep Strategies


Preparing for the Ph. D. Preliminary Examination
Based on the presentations made by Professor Priya Joshi, Michael Martin, and Rich Gienopie at the 4/28/08 GEA Exam Prep Workshop

Step 1: Figure out your areas while still in coursework
-Goal for end of your first year of doctoral study: get a sense of what you want to do/to be (i.e., your areas)
-Goals for your three years of coursework 
· Plan ahead—new course renumbering system is designed to help you move from a generalist to specialist: 5000s level classes are broad exposure, 8000s & 9000s are more narrow and specific; the new course procedure online shows what courses will be offered over the next three years, which means you can plan ahead and not feel as if you must take an 8000 level course your first semester because it might not ever be offered again. 

· Be creative about your five elective courses (don’t need to provide coverage for exam)—getting exposure to other professors, methods, etc. will have use value in the long run, help you see things in a new way; there is a danger in streamlining yourself too much. 
· Consider taking classes outside of your department—staying in dept. is not what the profession is like anymore; seeing how your subject or time period is studied in other disciplines will help you see new ways to approach it in your own work. 
· You should, of course, aim to have some coursework in the areas in which you take your exam, so make use of this coursework when putting together lists; shouldn’t have to read completely from scratch for exam. 
· Should take at least one theory class; there will be some theory on your exam, even if indirectly (your secondary authors’ use of it), and it will be more difficult to read without at least a small background in it.
Step 2: Reading list preparation.  This stage should begin at the end of your second year or during your third year (don’t worry about until after your second year review):
Reading lists perform two functions: 1) opportunity to read things that give you broad coverage; 2) opportunity to read works that address your interest.

Parts of your reading list:
1) List one: This is your broad coverage list--50 texts, some primary, some secondary (ratio is usually 2 to 1, 33% of list is secondary); the secondary readings represent critical works and theoretical works--you probably want some blend of two (note: interests and fashions do change, be attuned to that); there are basic lists for most areas on file in the graduate office to use as a starting point (though the secondary works still need to be updated in most cases).  Many professors see this list as a demonstration that you could teach a survey course.
2) List two: This is the more specialized list that you develop yourself; more work, but feeds into your dissertation topic.  Again, it should be approx. 50 texts, some primary, some secondary (ratio is usually 2 to 1, 33% of list is secondary); the secondary readings represent critical works and theoretical works, you probably want some blend of two.
3) Protocol: This is a rationale for your lists that explains how the two lists relate, how these lists/fields work for your interest, and how the lists demonstrate coverage and mastery.  This description is part of your self-presentation to your committee and department, and helps faculty pitch questions on the exam to your broad interests.  Your chair should have some kind of handout on the protocol/what it should contain.
Step 3: Reading/Studying

How to read toward the exam:  
· Cluster your reading—try to read primary and secondary works that are directly related alongside one another; this will save you from the doldrums of reading all of the secondary works in a row, and it will help you see the connections you will need to make on the exam (where you will be expected to refer to secondary works while discussing primary works).
· How much to read per day: Since the amount of time you have to read each day is different, it’s probably better to think in terms of weeks.  Most people (like Rich) just do the math—10 weeks and 50 books would mean 5 books a week.  Just try to read something everyday, even if it is only 15 pages; this will keep your mind working on things, and hopefully other days of the week you can make up for the more minimal ones.
· 4 stages of reading (note: you don’t usually do all four steps for every secondary work): 
1. skimming (table of contents, back)—this will give you basic info on the text and help you make decisions as to how relevant it will be for your work/interests 
2. read intro and first chapter—goal is to get the author’s basic argument and identify their key words (basically, just see what they’re up to), and be able to state this in a few sentences (that’s about as much attention as you can give it on the exam unless a question is about methodology or that author); this stage is your stopping point if the work isn’t totally seminal for your interests; if the work is relevant to you, move on to the next step 
3. start studying the work if it is relevant to you—examine the author’s method, look at her bibliography, consider how the work opens up spaces 
4. research—place the work in its context, if making that text a core of your argument; in other words, historicize the work and learn more about the author, what was going on when she wrote the book  
· Keep notes—don’t just mark books, you won’t find things; especially if you’re doing all this in a semester, you need to keep track of synthetic observations (you are not going to remember ideas if you don’t write them down); these aren’t just for the exam, but nuggets for dissertation topics (remember that you will turn around a prospectus within 6 months of taking the exam, while you have momentum) 

Here are some templates for notes that Rich Gienopie designed:

For primary works:

	 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1TITLE:
	

	AUTHOR/Bio:
	

	PUB. HIST:
	

	CHARACTERS:
	

	PLOT SUMMARY:
	

	THEMATIC:
	

	DEVICES:
	

	PRECURSOR TO:
	

	FOLLOWER OF:
	


For secondary works:

	 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1TITLE:
	

	AUTHOR:
	

	PUB. HIST:
	

	ARGUMENT SUMMARY:
	

	EVIDENCE:
	

	THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK:
	

	PROBLEMS:
	

	OTHER KEYWORDS:
	

	LEANS ON/

BORROWS FROM:
	

	LOOKS AHEAD TO:
	


Advice on working with your committee:
In general, you want to use your committee to help you prepare; however, you really need to go to them and make clear how you would like to use them.  Examples:
· Dr. Joshi’s method is to meet with people 3 times: 1) during the reading of the first (or each) list to see what kind of thoughts are being generated and to offer advice on other things to look at; 2) once studying for list 1 is done, as a check-in point; 3) one week before exam, will make sure you are ready, will throw out some mock questions to see if you can pick texts you would use to answer effectively.
· Take opportunity to create your own topics if your chair will let you.  This means creating a list of 6-8 specific topics you would like exam questions toward; this hones in on specific interests that have developed while reading and takes some of the guesswork out of devising questions for you.
· Some advisors are willing to do mock exams if you think that would be helpful.  Ask them if they will do it if this seems like it would be helpful.
· No matter what, try to check in with your examiners at some point and in some form.  Don’t disappear totally from view.

Step 4: Taking the exam.
Note: Try to save your last three weeks of studying just for reviewing rather than doing new reading.

Written Exam Format: The exams for each list are taken on separate days, either one or two days apart (choice is yours whether or not you want a day off in between).  You only have to answer 2 questions per list for the new format (old format was 3), and your answers should be approximately five pages long per question.

Basic goals for answering questions on the written exam:

· Answer the actual question (don’t answer your imaginary, ideal version of the question).

· Have a thesis.

· Demonstrate breadth across the two questions.  Should not use the same text or author twice.  Should aim to pull from different parts of the list (time periods within your period, genre, etc.).

· Make significant use of secondary sources.  

· Finish!  Need to have full answers for both questions.

Oral Exam: Doesn’t require different strategies per se.  It is not another layer of testing, but a chance to explain yourself and expand on your answers to the written portion of the exam.  Your committee is not trying to put you on the spot, but giving you the chance to show yourself off in a good light.

More advice from Rich (besides his note-taking system—see above templates):

· Keep a file of dissertation nuggets as you read/study.  Can come back to them later when it’s time to come up with a dissertation topic.
· Literature Resource Center—this is a database that you can access through Temple Library.  Has info on most, if not all, of the writers you will be studying, including bios, general overviews of the criticism on them, and links to critical articles.
· Take time for reflection—give yourself 10 minutes at the end of the day to quiet your brain by writing down all those thoughts swimming in your head.  Do this without books or your notes around, just a notebook or computer.  This is to help you sleep at night.
More advice from Michael:
· Take your exam one year after coursework; set the date as soon as you have your protocol and lists in, as this will force you to study, and don’t postpone it.
· Remember when you choose your committee that not every member has to be the same field as you; you want your committee to include people you enjoy working with and that you think will be helpful.
· Consider setting up a study group with people who are taking it at the same time.
· Remember that there are reading lists on file; use them as a starting point, don’t go crazy putting lists together.
· When studying, creating exam topics (right before you take it), and answering exam questions, remember that they are looking for thesis-driven work (not summary); can’t just be survey of criticism in the field.
· Don’t get too stressed out--you are creating your exam and are determining what the exam will look like; it shouldn’t be a shock on exam day, and your committee isn’t trying to stump you. 
· Do one or two practice questions at home; that’s plenty, you’ll burn yourself out on any more than that.
· When studying, remember that for secondary texts, you will really only have three sentences to describe them on the exam.  Try to connect the author to a term.
· When taking the exam, remember that you have to answer the exact question they are asking.
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