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ARTICLES 

THE STRUCTURE AND SUBSTANCE OF 
PREPARING SOCIOLOGISTS: THE NATURE OF 

QUALIFYING EXAMINATIONS IN GRADUATE EDUCATION* 

Professional socialization for sociologists continues to be contested, with 
contemporary debates about 1) the structure of graduate training and its rigor, 
and 2) the content of the body of knowledge that new professionals should 
master. This paper describes the institutional practices related to qualifying 
examinations in 178 U.S. sociology graduate departments (response rate 
82%). It addresses two broad questions: First, what is the structure of 
qualifying exams in sociology? Specifically, what is the format, timing, and 
method of evaluation of this requirement? How often is this exam system 
revised? Are prestige rankings associated with the structure of qualifying 
exams? Second, what is the substance of these exams? Do practices across 
departments reveal a "canon" within the discipline of sociology? The findings 
indicate significant differences between Ph.D.-granting and M.A.-granting 
programs in exam structures, though there is considerable consistency in exam 
structures within each type of department. In most Ph.D. and M.A. programs, 
there have been recent changes in the format, content or evaluation of exams. 
Ph.D. departments with higher rankings offer students more freedom in taking 
exams and report higher rates of successful completion. The substance of 
exams is quite diverse, both in terms of topic areas and readings within those 
areas, indicating little in the way of a sociological "canon" passed down to 
future professionals in the discipline. 
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IN GRADUATE SCHOOL, the socialization pro- 
cess targets the development of shared 

knowledge, perspectives, and practices 
gained through common experiences and 
contacts. Among many elements of graduate 
education in sociology, the qualifying exam- 
ination uniquely reflects the contours and 

content of professional socialization, influ- 

encing the next generation of sociologists in 

part by shaping future sociological debates. 
Graduate students are exposed to classical 
and contemporary works, define their area 
of specialization, develop expertise, and pre- 
pare for the dissertation while studying for 
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the qualifying exam. These examinations 
offer a unique vantage point from which to 
examine two important socialization issues: 
the structure of graduate programs and the 
substance of sociology's canon (or lack 
thereof) in the form of expertise for future 
professionals. Despite the centrality of quali- 
fying exams to graduate education, few at- 
tempts have been made to chart the land- 
scape of this critical passage of the graduate 
training journey. 

In this paper, we describe the structural 
practices and the substantive content of qual- 
ifying exams in sociology graduate educa- 
tion in the United States. Based on a survey 
of graduate programs, we address two broad 
questions and their subsidiary issues. First, 
what is the structure of institutional practices 
related to qualifying exams in sociology? 
Specifically, what is the format, timing, and 
evaluation process for this requirement? 
How commonly do programs revise their 
exam systems? What is the relationship be- 
tween departmental prestige and the struc- 
ture of qualifying exams? Second, what is 
the substance of these exams? Do practices 
across departments reveal a clear "canon" 
within the discipline of sociology? To an- 
swer these questions, we first review theo- 
retical issues surrounding the structure and 
substance of graduate socialization. Second, 
we report the results of a national survey of 
U.S. graduate programs, both for Ph.D.- 
granting departments and for programs that 
offer the M.A. degree only. Finally, we 
discuss the implications of these findings for 
graduate training and the discipline. While 
the primary goal of this paper is descriptive, 
it also contributes to important theoretical 
debates within sociology and higher educa- 
tion about professional socialization, its 
rigor, and the sociological canon. 

GRADUATE STUDENT 
SOCIALIZATION: SHARED 

EXPERIENCE AND EXPERTISE? 

Professionalization has drawn an increasing 
amount of attention as a framework for 
understanding and examining graduate edu- 

cation (Buxton and Turner 1992; Eitzen 
1988; Pescosolido 1991). Professional so- 
cialization involves moving through a se- 
quence of commonly shared experiences and 
practices. Mayrl and Mauksch (1987) have 
noted the striking similarity in the practices 
of sociology graduate programs, with 
widespread agreement about the formal pro- 
cedures that constitute their master's and 
doctoral degree requirements. 

Professionalization also entails mastering 
a body of knowledge in the discipline and in 
one (or more) substantive fields within the 
discipline or the broader academic setting 
(Halliday 1992). Fundamentally, professions 
are considered occupational groups within 
this "expert" status, and as a result are 
granted substantial autonomy over their ac- 
tivities (Pescosolido 1991). Some current 
controversies relate to the "proper" struc- 
ture of graduate socialization, its rigor, and 
the meaning of sociological "expertise" 
(Denzin 1997; Huber and Mirowsky 1997). 
Often, these concerns are tied to larger 
issues in the academy and society 
(Pescosolido and Aminzade 1999). For ex- 
ample, multiculturalism, in terms of the 
changing demographics of U.S. college stu- 
dents and as a movement for a diversified 
curriculum of scholarship, challenges both 
traditional learning structures and the sub- 
stance of a traditional sociological canon. 
Below, we review sociologists' concerns 
with the structure and content of our gradu- 
ate training programs, particularly as they 
relate to socialization through examinations. 

The Structure of Graduate Training Expe- 
riences: A Decline in Rigor? 
In recent years, sociologists have argued that 
professionalism in the discipline, as well as 
the quality of professional socialization, has 
declined. One aspect of declining profes- 
sionalism is evident in the structure of grad- 
uate education, which some argue has be- 
come liberalized to the point that basic 
standards of expertise and rigor have been 
diluted (Blalock 1985; 1987; Horowitz 
1993). For example, Blalock (1987:20) 
laments: "What I do not see in sociology 
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curricula, either at the graduate or under- 
graduate levels, are what I would character- 
ize as tough, intellectual challenges of the 
type that a student in mathematics or physics 
encounters. These are challenges that push 
the student to the limit of his or her abilities 
and that require a sustained effort to mas- 
ter." Such low expectations, he contends, 
weaken the quality of graduate training, and 
in turn, contribute to poorly qualified sociol- 
ogy professionals and a diminishment in the 
professional status of sociology. Yet Ault 
(1996) claims that Blalock's arguments are 
old, overstated, and unsubstantiated. In ad- 
dition, Ault argues that moving toward 
Blalock's model of graduate education 
would actually cause more harm than good 
by creating a mythic "tournament model of 
graduate education" and cultivating "an as- 
sumption that the wheat will separate from 
the chaff" (p. 33). Further, Egan (1989) 
argues that Blalock's type of professional 
socialization results in negative esteem for 
graduate students and harms women dispro- 
portionately (see also Aldous 1989; Piliavin 
1989). 

The qualifying exam, with its "do or die" 
consequences, is perhaps the most feared 
aspect of socialization for graduate students 
(Mechanic 1978) and offers one plane upon 
which debates about professional rigor are 
likely to be played out within departmental 
faculties across the discipline. A "rigorous" 
exam may be one that requires students to 
comprehend and analyze many topics or 
materials and to provide answers using few 
outside resources in a brief period of time. 
A rigorous exam may also be construed as 
one evaluated more harshly by faculty, with 
the result that high proportions of students 
fail the exam. Yet no doubt, the very defini- 
tions of what constitutes a "rigorous" or 
useful qualifying exam are contested. Within 
departments, if the exam process is not 
viewed as effectively performing its function 
of qualifying students for the M.A. or 
Ph.D., both faculty and students may be 
dissatisfied. However, even under these cir- 
cumstances the process may be difficult to 
change due to the large time investment 

required to rethink and alter the fundamen- 
tals of sociology programs (Blalock 1985). 

Debates about the best way to train gradu- 
ate students and notions of a "decline" in the 
quality of training currently rely, for the 
most part, on anecdotal information. Infor- 
mation on what sociology departments actu- 
ally do-how they structure, conduct, and 
set requirements for qualifying examina- 
tions-is lacking. Since research on scientific 
careers demonstrates the importance of 
graduate school experiences, studies of grad- 
uate training practices seem warranted (e.g., 
Long and Fox 1995). Here we begin to close 
the information gap by examining the basic 
form of one of the most important aspects of 
graduate education and a critical hurdle for 
graduate students, the qualifying exam. 
While we cannot examine the process of 
socialization in terms of how students adapt 
to exam structures and the social context of 
the exams as Mechanic (1978) did, we are 
able to map the contours of contemporary 
examinations within Ph.D. and M.A. de- 
partments. 

Departmental prestige ranking and the 
structure of exams. Differences in the struc- 
ture of Ph.D. programs which garner more 
or less prestige in national rankings are 
rarely scrutinized. Do the examination pro- 
cesses of prestigious programs differ from 
those of less prestigious programs? 

Of course, the existence and use of pres- 
tige indicators has led to lively intellectual 
debate about their merits and to discussions 
of the potentially negative consequences as- 
sociated with departments' over-concern 
with prestige rankings (J. Huber 1995; 
Turner and Turner 1990). Several studies 
demonstrate the often weak connection be- 
tween faculty research productivity and 
"faculty quality" (Clemens et al. 1996; 
Keith and Babchuk 1998). Instead, prestige 
is better correlated with seemingly irrelevant 
factors such as having "State" or "A & M" 
as part of a university's title (Jacobs 1999). 

There has been less consideration of the 
actual practices of graduate programs (e.g., 
coursework, mentoring, exams) in relation 



268 TEACHING SOCIOLOGY 

to rankings of graduate programs. This is 
ironic, given that one type of prestige rating 
is "graduate training effectiveness."' In this 
study, then, we also examine relationships 
between the structure of qualifying exams 
and the prestige of Ph.D. departments. 

The Substance of Qualifying Exams: A 
Canon in Sociology? 
Sociology, like most disciplines, has hosted 
a vibrant set of arguments on the "canon" 
(Bloom 1987; R. Collins 1986; Graff 1999; 
Norcross and Tomcho 1994; Sprague 1997). 
Some argue that sociology only gained pro- 
fessional status once it established a 
classically-based canon identifying who was 
and was not a member of the profession of 
sociology (R. Collins 1997; Connell 1997; 
Stinchcombe 1982). Thus, the classic works 
stand at the center of these debates, with 
sociologists arguing for or against their 
preservation in graduate education. Alexan- 
der (1987), for example, argues that the 
classics integrate the discipline through a 
sense of mutual understanding and common 
theoretical discourse. When this integration 
is lacking, communication in the discipline 
becomes strained and sometimes impossible. 
Further, the classics preserve the historical 
legacy of the discipline's founders. A 
classically-based canon, others concur, con- 
sists of the most influential thinkers in the 
history of the discipline, and implies a 
shared set of assumptions and authors that 
form the core or nucleus for the nature of 
the discipline (Horowitz 1993; J. Huber 
1995). 

Many sociologists who support the "core" 
model bemoan the discipline's perceived 
movement away from the classically- 
oriented canon. Those articulating this argu- 
ment contend that the once-cohesive core is 
now diffuse (Rule 1997), that the loss of a 
core has debilitating consequences for frag- 

menting the discipline, and that the incoher- 
ence of the core has been caused by politi- 
cization and subjectivism in the discipline (J. 
Huber 1995). Giddens (1994) claims that 
sociology had a coherent canon or "middle 
ground" from the 1940s to the late 1960s, 
but that in the last few decades this core has 
begun to dissipate and "the dissolution of the 
orthodox consensus has been succeeded by 
the 'Babel' of theoretical voices that cur- 
rently clamor for attention" (p. 238). In- 
deed, some thinkers explicitly tie the 
canon's perceived decline to a decrease in 
the quality of education for graduate students 
(J. Huber 1995; Turner and Turner 1990). 
Horowitz (1993) argues that the fragmenta- 
tion of the core erodes the quality of gradu- 
ate education for the next generation of 
sociologists.2 Finally, Blalock (1985) claims 
that the "laissez-faire graduate-training" that 
results from a weakening of the canon in- 
hibits graduate students from gaining clarity 
about the discipline of sociology as a whole. 

Concerns over sociology's declining canon 
are often paired with critiques of the politi- 
cization and subjectivism of the discipline 
(Pescosolido and Aminzade 1999). These 
critiques claim the discipline is harmed by 
increasing numbers of individuals harboring 
discontents and political agendas. The disci- 
pline suffers both internally, through disrup- 
tion of core knowledge by the assaults of 
race- and gender-based ideologies, and ex- 
ternally through a tarnishing of sociology's 
image (Horowitz 1993; J. Huber 1995). 

In response to these and related concerns, 
a number of sociologists argue that sociol- 
ogy's strength lies in its diversity, not in a 
rigid canon. These scholars argue that rather 

'The National Research Council's 1995 evalu- 
ation of graduate programs produced two equally 
important prestige indicators: faculty prestige 
and graduate training effectiveness (Magner 
1995). Past research has mainly concentrated on 
faculty prestige. 

"2Horowitz concludes that the loss of a canon 
results in the decline of the discipline and of 
science overall. In quite dramatic terms, he 
explains that "the options of a world without 
canons is unthinkable. This would be to reduce 
the world of knowledge to a vicious nihilism in 
which the anarchy triumphs in spirit and the 
behemoth rules the state. Unfortunately, such 
nihilism quickly transforms itself into a new 
dogmatism, into a new canon as it were" (p. 
128). 
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than striving for scientific unity and 
monotheism, sociology should preserve the 
heterogeneity of interests and ideas that has 
falsely been characterized as fragmentation 
(Burawoy 1998; P. H. Collins 1998; Con- 
nell 1997; Sprague 1997). Several scholars 
critique the quantitative and positivistic 
dominance in sociology and the resulting 
neglect of interpretive, critical, hermeneu- 
tic, qualitative, or postmodern sociologies, 
arguing that a canonical "core" may dis- 
criminate against post-positivistic and inter- 
pretive sociologies (Denzin 1997; Dowd 
1991). Sprague (1997) argues that the theo- 
retical "canon" of Marx, Durkheim, and 
Weber represents the standpoints of white 
male capitalists well; however, a reliance on 
these "holy men" does a disservice to schol- 
ars, the discipline, and the public through its 
lack of connection to diverse modes of 
thinking, disciplines outside of sociology, 
and contemporary public life. Others note 
the negative repercussions of traditional 
canon-based training, arguing that a core is 
problematic in training sociologists who 
must be specialists (Becker 1987). Still oth- 
ers argue that the political advocacy of 
sociology is a source of the discipline's 
strength and a natural result of sociology's 
subject matter (P.H. Collins 1998; R. 
Collins 1998; Smelser 1992; Sprague 1998). 

The persistence of these debates has led 
many scholars to respond with solutions for 
sustaining sociology's canon and transfer- 
ring it to the future experts in the field (e.g., 
DeMartini 1987; Giddens 1994). While 
some argue for a reestablishment of the 
canon (R. Collins 1997; 1998; Huber and 
Mirowsky 1997), several voices push for a 
diversification of the curriculum. They call 
for an expansion of theory in graduate edu- 
cation programs (Dowd 1991; Godino and 
Brents 1987; Sjoberg and Vaughan 1987), a 
more applied curriculum for sociology 
(Borawski 1987; Bulmer 1992; B. Huber 
1987; Schellenberg 1987), and, because dis- 
ciplinary boundaries have blurred, an em- 
brace of multi-disciplinarity (Calhoun 1992; 
Denzin 1997; Sprague 1997). 

Despite the heated rhetoric surrounding 
the importance of a sociological canon, very 

little empirical research has actively sought 
to examine what currently constitutes that 
canon. Sprague (1997) cites an American 
Sociological Association (ASA) project that 
collected syllabi from undergraduate courses 
in theory; from these, the ASA theory sec- 
tion published a syllabi resource book. The 
book focused overwhelmingly on classic 
theorists like Marx, Durkheim, and Weber. 
Only one woman theorist was listed on one 
syllabus. Yet no study to date, as far as we 
know, has examined what U.S. graduate 
education generally, and qualifying exams in 
particular, can tell us about sociology's 
canon or lack thereof in theory or other 
areas. The content of qualifying exams-the 
actual scholarship students are expected to 
master and how it varies-offers a key 
location for illuminating how much a "core" 
of knowledge characterizes contemporary 
(and future) sociology. With some limita- 
tions and cautions, we examine actual exam 
topic areas to explore how the discipline's 
knowledge is organized through qualifying 
exams. Additionally we examine, where 
possible, lists of scholarly works, targeting 
the extent of overlap across departments 
with similar substantive areas. 

In sum, despite the enthusiastic debates 
within sociology surrounding the structure of 
graduate training, its rigor, and the sub- 
stance of our discipline (as it is passed down 
to future professionals through a canon), we 
still know very little empirically about these 
aspects of the professional socialization pro- 
cess. In this study, we investigate two 
groups of questions. First, what are the 
structural patterns of professional socializa- 
tion via the qualifying examinations? Do 
they vary by departmental prestige? Second, 
what is the substance of professional social- 
ization via the qualifying examinations? Do 
they reveal a sociological canon in terms of 
topics, authors, perspectives, and particular 
works? 

METHODS 

Sample and Procedure 
The population of interest for the study is all 
graduate departments in the United States 



270 TEACHING SOCIOLOGY 

listed in the 1994 American Sociological 
Association's (ASA) Guide to Graduate De- 

partments. The survey instrument consisted 
of a descriptive two-page mail survey re- 

questing from each ASA department basic 
information on the characteristics of their 

qualifying exams. Surveys were sent to soci- 

ology department chairs; instructions indi- 
cated that the respondent could be the gradu- 
ate director, chair of qualifying exams com- 
mittee or "most knowledgeable person on 
this topic." The surveys were sent out in 
October 1995 with follow-up mailings in 
December 1995 and February 1996 to de- 

partments that had not yet responded to the 

survey. The final response rate was 82 

percent of all U.S. sociology departments 
(N= 178). However, of these, only 79 de- 

partments provided a list of exam topics and 

only 29 (27 Ph.D. and 2 M.A.) departments 
provided the sample reading list that we had 

requested. The response rate for the struc- 
tured part of the survey is high; however, 
the low response rate on topics and lists of 

required reading limits our ability to gener- 
alize about what the exams contain. Thus, 
our discussion of the topics and reading lists 
in qualifying exams remains only sugges- 
tive. 

Measures 
With the assistance of a half-dozen sociolo- 
gists with expertise in either survey research 
or positions held responsible for qualifying 
examinations, a survey form was developed 
to provide basic information on the nature of 

qualifying exams in graduate programs in 

sociology.3 
Structure. To measure the structure of 

exams, several areas were probed. First, 
many variables which assessed qualifying 
exam formats were attained, such as how 
many exams were given, whether depart- 
ments used oral or written formats, how 
many hours were allowed to take exams, 

and what materials students were allowed to 
have with them during exams. In addition, 
we asked about the timing of the exams 
within the graduate student program. For 

example, an open-ended question asked re- 

spondents: "At what point in the graduate 
career are [students] required to take these 
exams? (After coursework, after the first 

year, etc.)." 
A set of questions measuring evaluation of 

exams followed, including who sat on exam 
committees and grading options for the 
exam. For example, respondents were 
asked: "What is the grading format?" and 
were offered the following response cate- 

gories: pass/fail, pass/fail/honors (or other 
distinctions), or other. A space was provided 
in the last category wherein respondents 
specified a grading format. Next, questions 
about revisions of exam format and content 
were asked via an open-ended question: 
"When was the last time your department 
changed the exams?" Respondents were then 
asked whether the change applied to format, 
content, or evaluation, with instructions to 
mark all categories that applied. 

Substance. In order to get a nuanced look 
at the substance of the exams, we asked 

respondents to attach guidelines or descrip- 
tions of exams in their department. For 
departments with a standard set of topics, 
respondents were asked to attach a list of the 
topics and the most recent set of reading 
lists. For departments with variable topics, 
respondents were asked to attach some sam- 
ples of recent topics and reading lists. 

Additional measures. We used the ASA 
Guide to Graduate Departments to code 
each program as offering a Ph.D. (with or 
without an M.A. offered) or M.A. degree 
only. For Ph.D. programs, prestige was 
measured using ratings from the National 
Research Council (NRC) (see Magner 1995 
for a description and summary).4 A 
"graduate effectiveness" rating and a 

3A copy of the survey instrument is available 
from the authors upon request. 

4We acknowledge the controversies over these 
rankings. Regardless of the actual legitimacy or 

validity of graduate department prestige rank- 
ings, students, faculty, and administrators pay 
attention to them. In 1995, the National Re- 
search Council (NRC) released its first set of 
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"faculty quality" rating were attached to the 
84 of 100 Ph.D. departments' records for 
which these measures were available. 

Analyses 
Descriptive statistics and bivariate analyses 
are reported. In each table, we report the 
results for all graduate departments and for 
the subsets of Ph.D.-granting and M.A.- 
granting departments. In our presentation of 
the results on exam structure, we include 
tables illustrating exam format (the number 
of exams, the administrative format, logis- 
tics of the exam setting, allowed repetition 
of exams, and exam timing in the graduate 
career, etc.), exam evaluation, and exam 
revisions. The number of cases varies across 
and within tables due to missing data and 
due to questions that were not applicable to 
all departmental respondents. Additionally, 
for Ph.D. departments in the study that 
received NRC rankings (N=84), we exam- 
ine how departmental prestige is related to 
exam structure. The substance question is 
addressed largely through an analysis of the 
exam topics and lists provided; information 
from these is presented in the text and 
Appendix. 

RESULTS 

Structure of Exams 
Exam format. Table 1 provides a fre- 

quency distribution on the number of exams 
required in U.S. sociology graduate pro- 
grams. The results indicate some range in 
these numbers. Among all departments, al- 
most a quarter (21.4%) have no-required 
examinations, while nearly half (49.7%) 
have one or two required examinations. A 
significant minority of respondents (29.0%) 
indicated that their departments require three 
or more examinations. However, significant 
differences become apparent when these 

data are examined by department type. 
Among Ph.D. departments, only 5.1 percent 
of respondents indicated that no exam is 
required, with most (52.5%) requiring one 
or two exams. Among M.A. programs, 
almost half require no qualifying exam. Of 
those that do, the vast majority require 
between one and three exams. Not surpris- 
ingly, Ph.D. departments require signifi- 
cantly more examinations than M.A. depart- 
ments (2.59 versus 0.91, p < .01). 

Our check of the lists provided and hand- 
written notes on the surveys indicated that 
these formal exam requirements often in- 
clude testing in areas such as theory and 
statistics, which can be passed through the 
successful completion of a course or se- 
quence of courses rather than an exam. The 
formal examination in these areas may be 
used to provide students a final opportunity 
to pass this requirement or to allow individu- 
als (perhaps with previous graduate training) 
to "pass out" of a departmental requirement. 
In data not presented here, the mean number 
of examinations required in departments 
where such waivers are possible is similar to 
the number in departments that disallow 
waivers. 

The data indicate (not shown) that about 
half of the qualifying exams target only one 
topic or area (47%). A moderate percentage 
of examinations tap two or three areas 
(16.5% and 24.3%, respectively). Accord- 
ing to topic and reading lists that respon- 
dents sent, these areas appear to be either 
sub-topics of a wider area (e.g., role, self, 
and identity) or areas where students can 
integrate different topics (e.g., gender, 
work, inequality; gender, family, medical). 

Table 2 illustrates administration patterns 
for qualifying exams. Ph.D. departments are 
almost evenly split on the method, with 
almost half reporting that they administer 
written examinations (44.2%) and half re- 

rankings of Ph.D. programs since 1982 (Magner 
1995). Though popular magazines like U.S. 
News and World Report, Newsweek, and Money 
all have released ratings, the NRC rankings hold 
particular sway with administrators, students, 
and faculty. NRC rankings shape the application 

and attendance decisions of prospective graduate 
students, influence their job prospects, mediate 
the experiences of faculty members, and affect 
departmental reputations (both nationally and 
locally). 
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Table 1. Number of Qualifying Examinations Required, M.A.- and Ph.D.-Granting and All U.S. 
Departments of Sociology, 1995-1996 

Number of All Departments Ph.D. Departments M.A. Departments 
Examinations percent percent percent 

0 21.4 5.1 43.2 
1 26.6 20.2 35.1 
2 23.1 32.3 10.8 
3 14.5 18.2 9.5 
4 6.4 10.1 1.40 
5 4.6 8.1 0 
6 2.9 5.1 0 
7 0 0 0 
8 .6 1.0 0 

Mean 1.87 2.59 .91 
(N) (173) (99) (74) 

porting combined written and oral formats 
(47.4%). Most M.A. programs rely on a 
written exam (60%) with a significant mi- 
nority utilizing a combined written and oral 
exam (24.4%). Few Ph.D. departments ad- 
minister only oral examinations (1.1%) or 
allow students to choose the format (3.2%). 
Alternatively, 11.1 percent of M.A. pro- 
grams utilize only oral exams, and 4.4 

percent allow students to choose the format. 
Formats for Ph.D. versus M.A. programs 
differed overall (p < .01). 

A description of exam administration lo- 
gistics is presented in Table 3. Most depart- 
ments administer examinations in a super- 
vised classroom (46.2% of Ph.D. and 
84.2% of M.A. departments). A substantial 
number of Ph.D. programs (26.4%) allow 
take-home exams or offer some combination 
of logistical administration (20.9%). Con- 
siderably fewer M.A. programs offer these 
alternatives (5.3% and 2.6%, respectively). 

A relatively small percentage of all depart- 
ments either allows students to choose the 
format (5.4%) or offers some other type of 
format (1.6%). Overall, the administration 
site differs for Ph.D. versus M.A. depart- 
ments (p < .01). 

The time allowance for taking exams 
varies greatly among the departments re- 
sponding, although the most frequently cited 
time allowance is the one-day 'exam 
(mode=8 hours for Ph.D. and M.A. depart- 
ments). As Table 3 indicates, few Ph.D. 
departments (12.6%) but over half (58.1%) 
of M.A. departments allow from one to 
seven hours for the examination. Exams 
between 9 and 24 hours were reported in 
29.9 percent of Ph.D. departments and 20.9 
percent of M.A. programs. Some depart- 
ments (principally Ph.D. programs) allow 
for more time than this, with a few reporting 
up to three weeks for completion of the 
examination. Overall, significant differences 

Table 2. Format of Qualifying Examination Administration, M.A.- and Ph.D.-Granting and All 
U.S. Departments of Sociology, 1995-1996 

Exam All Departments Ph.D. Departments M.A. Departments 
Format percent percent percent 

Written 49.3 44.2 60.0 
Oral 4.3 1.1 11.1 
Combined Written/Oral 40.0 47.4 24.4 
Student Choice 3.6 3.2 4.4 
Other 2.9 4.2 0 
(N) (140) (95) (45) 
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Table 3. Logistics of Written Qualifying Examinations, M.A.- and Ph.D.-Granting and All U.S. 
Departments of Sociology, 1995-1996 

All Departments Ph.D. Departments M.A. Departments 
Logistics percent percent percent 

Administration Site 
Supervised Classroom 57.4 46.2 84.2 
Take-home 20.2 26.4 5.3 
Student Choice 5.4 4.4 7.9 
Combination 15.5 20.9 2.6 
Other 1.6 2.2 0 
(N) (129) (91) (38) 
Hours 
1-7 27.7 12.6 58.1 
8 16.2 18.4 11.6 
9-24 27.0 29.9 20.9 
25+ 21.5 29.9 4.6 
Committee Decides 7.7 9.2 4.7 
(N) (130) (87) (43) 
Materials Allowed 
None 62.5 53.8 81.4 
Books 2.2 3.2 0 
Notes 5.1 4.3 7.0 
Anything 28.7 36.6 11.6 
Committee Decides 1.5 2.2 0 
(N) (136) (93) (43) 

exist between the mean number of hours 
allowed for exams in Ph.D. programs (46.0) 
versus M.A. programs (16.2) (t= 1.89, p < 
.10). 

Table 3 also indicates that most depart- 
ments do not allow students to bring any 
materials into the examination, although this 
is less the case in Ph.D.-granting depart- 
ments (53.8% of Ph.D. versus 81.4% of 
M.A. departments). A significant minority 
of departments (36.6% of Ph.D. and 11.6% 
of M.A.) place no restrictions on materials 
used for or brought to the examination. 
Overall, there is a significant difference in 
the kinds of materials allowed into exams in 
Ph.D. departments versus M.A. depart- 
ments (p < .05). In general, the tendency 
appears to be to allow no materials or any 
materials rather than to itemize or individu- 
alize this feature of examinations. 

With regard to timing of the exam within 
the student's graduate program, most re- 
spondents indicated that the comprehensive 
examination is taken after the student has 
completed coursework (60.0% of Ph.D. and 

64.4% of M.A. departments; see Table 4). 
Ph.D. departments are evenly split on 
whether or not they offer graduate students 
flexibility in the timing of the examination. 
More than half of the Ph.D. respondents 
allow no flexibility or have a one year 
window for taking the exam (54.9%), while 
almost that many (45.2%) report that their 
departments provide "a great deal of flexi- 
bility" to students in scheduling their exami- 
nation within their program. By comparison, 
over two-thirds (68.1%) of M.A. programs 
allow for no flexibility or have a one-year 
window, while one-third allow a great deal 
of flexibility (p < .01). As Table 5 indi- 
cates, most departments allow only one re- 
take of the exam (83.2% of Ph.D. depart- 
ments versus 67:4% of M.A. departments, p 
< .10) and do not allow course substitution 
for qualifying/comprehensive examinations 
(88.5% of Ph.D. and 84.4% of M.A. de- 
partments). 

Exam evaluation. Table 6 provides infor- 
mation on how committees are assembled 
for comprehensive examinations. Respon- 
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Table 4. Timing of Qualifying Exams in the Graduate Career, M.A.- and Ph.D.-Granting and All 
U.S. Departments of Sociology, 1995-1996 

All Ph.D. M.A. 
percent percent percent 

Timing 
After Year 1 15.0 9.5 26.7 
After Year 2 14.3 18.9 4.4 
After Year 3 5.7 8.4 0 
After Year 4 .7 1.1 0 
After Completion of Coursework 
Other 61.4 60.0 64.4 

(N) 2.9 2.1 4.4 

Flexibility of Timing (140) (95) (45) 
Scheduling 
None 22.6 5.1 38.6 
Within one year 36.5 39.8 29.5 
Great Deal of Flexibility 40.9 45.2 31.8 
(N) (137) (93) (44) 

dents were allowed to check any number of 
options. In about half of the departments 
(55.7% of Ph.D. and 42.2% of M.A.), 
exam committees are appointed while 28.2 
percent allow the students to select their 
committee members (29.9% of Ph.D. and 
24.4% in M.A.). In 26.8 percent of all 
departments, some combination of these two 
methods is used. Rarely are other options 
employed, such as the thesis committee also 
serving as the exam committee (4.1% of 
Ph.D. and 4.4% of M.A. departments). 

In grading qualifying exams, there appears 
to be a preference in Ph.D. departments for 

allowing some kind of grading distinction 
rather than simply "pass/fail." Pass/fail 
grading is used in 63.6 percent of M.A. 
departments, but in less than a third (30.9%) 
of Ph.D. departments. About half of the 
Ph.D. departments (56.7%) report some 
way to distinguish the quality of a passing 
grade, whereas only 36.4 percent of M.A. 
programs offer this distinction. Relatively 
few departments (13.4% of Ph.D. and 2.3% 
of M.A.) have other systems such as letter 
grades or a conditional pass/rewrite option. 
Overall, there were significant differences 
between Ph.D. and M.A. departments' 

Table 5. Repetition and Course Substitution of Qualifying Examinations, M.A.- and Ph.D.- 

Granting and All U.S. Departments of Sociology, 1995-1996 

All Ph.D. M.A. 
percent percent percent 

Repetitions Possible 
NA/No Failures .7 1.1 0 
Once 78.3 83.2 67.4 
Twice 13.0 8.4 23.3 
Unlimited 8.0 7.4 9.3 
(N) (138) (95) (43) 

Course Substitution Possible 
Yes 12.8 11.5 15.6 
No 87.2 88.5 84.4 
(N) (141) (96) (45) 
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Table 6. Evaluation of Qualifying Examinations, M.A. and Ph.D.-Granting and All U.S. Depart- 
ments of Sociology, 1995-1996' 

All Ph.D. M.A. 
percent percent percent 

Selection ofExamination Committee 
Department Appointed 51.4 55.7 42.2 
Student Selected 28.2 29.9 24.4 
Other Combinations of Department 

Appointed and Student Selected 26.8 25.8 28.9 
Other 4.2 4.1 4.4 
(N) (142) (97) (45) 
Grading Format 
Pass/Fail 41.1 30.9 63.6 
Pass/Fail/Honors 50.4 56.7 36.4 
Other 9.9 13.4 2.3 
(N) (141) (97) (44) 

"aRespondents were allowed to check more than one response. Percentages do not sum to 100 percent. 

grading systems (p < .05). 
According to respondents' reports (data 

not presented here), on average about 14 
percent of the students fail the exam. Fur- 
ther, the percentage of students failing does 
not differ between Ph.D. (14. 1%) and M.A. 
(14.2%) departments. The range of success 
between the reporting departments, how- 
ever, is quite wide, with eight departments 
reporting no failures and five others report- 
ing that 50 to 80 percent of students fail the 
exam. The percent failing does not seem to 
be tied to whether a department offers the 
Ph.D. (three departments reporting high 
failure rates are Ph.D.-granting; two offer 
only M.A.s). However, the percent of stu- 
dents failing exams is correlated with the 
number of exam retakes permitted (r=.21, 
p < .05) and with whether the department 
appoints the exam committee (r=.31, p < 
.01). 

Exam revisions. Our data indicate that in 
the 1990s, many departments engaged in 
discussions about the format, content, and 
evaluation of qualifying exams (see Table 
7). Of the 130 departments indicating the 
date of the most recent change in their 
examinations, 37.7 percent reported that 
they had revised examinations within the 
two years prior to the survey or were cur- 
rently revising the exam. About one-third of 

these respondents were of Ph.D. depart- 
ments (31.5%) and one-half of M.A. depart- 
ments (51.3%). An additional fifth of all 
departments had changed their exams two to 
four years prior to the survey, during the 
period from 1992 to 1994. Thus, almost half 
of Ph.D. departments and over three- 
quarters of M.A. departments had recently 
(within 4 years of the survey) revised their 
exams. Another 39.2 percent of Ph.D. and 
12.1 percent of M.A. departments had 
changed their exams between five and 10 
years prior to the survey. Only a few depart- 
ments reported changes occurring as long 
ago as from 10 to 20 years prior to the 
survey (8.5%) or before 1976 (3.8%). 
Overall, exam revision has been widespread 
and recent. The overwhelming majority of 
Ph.D. programs have revised their exams in 
the past 10 years, as have M.A. programs 
within the past four years. 

Most of the 126 departments reporting the 
nature of the most recent change to their 
examination process indicate that both for- 
mat and content had been altered (see Table 
7). Almost three-quarters (74.1%) of Ph.D. 
departments and almost half (46.3%) of 
M.A. departments had changed the format, 
while 65.9 percent of Ph.D. and 82.9 per- 
cent of M.A. programs changed the content 
of exams. About one-third of departments 
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Table 7. Departmental History in Revising Qualifying Examinations, M.A.- and Ph.D.-Granting 
and All U.S. Departments of Sociology, 1995-1996a 

All Ph.D. M.A. 
Revision History percent percent percent 

Timing ofLast Revision 
Within 2 years of survey 37.7 31.5 51.3 
Two-Four years prior to survey 19.2 15.7 26.9 
Five-10 years prior to survey 30.8 39.2 12.1 
10-20 years prior to survey 8.5 8.9 7.2 
Prior to 1976 3.8 4.5 2.4 
(N) (130) (89) (41) 
Nature of Last Revision" 
Change in Format 65.1 74.1 46.3 
Change in Content 71.4 65.9 82.9 
Change in Evaluation 32.5 30.6 36.6 
(N) (126) (85) (41) 

"aRespondents were allowed to check more than one response. Percentages do not sum to 100 percent. 

reported a change in evaluation procedures 
(30.6% of Ph.D. and 36.6% of M.A.). 

In addition to the descriptive statistics 
presented thus far, we analyzed the relation- 
ship of the timing and nature of the most 
recent revision (i.e., whether the change 
was in format, evaluation, or content) to the 
current portrait of qualifying exams (see 
Table 8). While bivariate correlations do not 
allow us to test the causal direction of any 
relationships between these variables, one 
can gauge the strength of patterns connecting 
any two variables. For reasons of parsi- 
mony, we do not divide this analysis by 
M.A. and Ph.D. programs. 

In column one, note that three variables 
are related to the year of revision (coded by 
calendar year). More recent revisions are 
negatively related to having take-home ex- 
ams and to a format change, and are posi- 
tively related to a content change. As seen in 
column two, four variables are positively 
correlated with a format change (coded as 
format change= 1) in the most recent revi- 
sion: having take-home exams, the number 
of hours given for the exam, an evaluation 
change, and being a Ph.D. granting depart- 
ment. A format change is negatively corre- 
lated with a content change. In the third 
column, four variables are significantly cor- 
related with a content change (coded as 

content change= 1) in the most recent revi- 
sion: negatively with having take-home ex- 
ams, a format change, and being a Ph.D. 
granting department; positively with an eval- 
uation change. In the fourth column, note 
that only two variables are significantly 
correlated with an evaluation change (coded 
as change= 1) in the most recent revision as 
noted above: a format change and a content 
change. 

From these results, two patterns are most 
noticeable. First, comparatively few correla- 
tions reach statistical significance, which 
indicates a large degree of particularity and 
few recurring patterns in exam revisions. 
For example, neither of the NRC's two 
measures of departmental prestige (graduate 
training effectiveness and faculty quality) 
approaches statistical significance, indicating 
that departmental prestige is not related to 
any dimension of exam revisions. Second, a 
pattern among the types of exam revisions is 
notable. Departments that change formats 
are less likely to change content and vice 
versa, while departments that change evalua- 
tion are more likely to change both content 
and format. 

Qualifying exams and Ph.D. department 
prestige. Table 9 presents correlations be- 
tween qualifying exams and two prestige 
measures, graduate training effectiveness 
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Table 8. Pearson's Bivariate Correlation Between Qualifying Exam Revisions and Selected Vari- 
ables, All Degree-Granting U.S. Departments of Sociology, 1995-1996 

Evaluation 
Year of Revision Format Change Content Change Change 

(1) (2) (3) (4) 

# of Total Exams .090 -.008 -.037 -. 164 
(128) (125) (125) (125) 

# of Areas in .041 -.141 .077 -.015 
Exams (100) (101) (101) (101) 

Take-Home Exams -.241* .207* -.231* -. 184 
(0/1) (113) (110) (110) (110) 

# of Hours Given -.125 .230* -.111 .102 
for Exam (103) (101) (101) (101) 

Allowed Access to .008 .072 .059 .148 
Materials During (119) (115) (115) (115) 
Exam (0/1) 

Student Flexibility -.085 .135 .072 -.027 
on Timing (0/1) (120) (117) (117) (117) 

# Retakes Allowed -.110 -.106 -.024 .071 
(121) (118) (118) (118) 

Dept. Chooses .126 -.173 .033 -.158 
Topics (0/1) (124) (121) (121) (121) 

Student Chooses .143 .045 -.030 .021 
Topics (0/1) (124) (121) (121) (121) 

Dept. Appoints .064 .031 -.065 -.135 
Committee (0/1) (124) (121) (121) (121) 

Student Selects -.058 -.077 -.100 .048 
Committee (0/1) (124) (121) (121) (121) 

% Students Failing .013 -.091 -.091 -.054 
(109) (105) (105) (105) 

Format Change in -.292** - - -.279** .260** 
Exams (0/1) (122) (126) (126) 

Content Change in .179* -.279** -- .214* 
Exams (0/1) (122) (126) (126) 

Evaluation Change .035 .260** .214* -- 
in Exam (0/1) (122) (126) (126) 

Ph.D. Granting -. 165 .274** -. 177* -.060 
Department (0/1) (130) (126) (126) (126) 

NRC Graduate .061 .210 .064 .055 
Effectiveness (75) (71) (71) (71) 

NRC Faculty Qual- .029 .200 .109 .004 
ity (75) (71) (71) (71) 

Note: The numbers in parentheses are the number of cases. 
"**Correlation is significant at the .01 level (two-tailed test). 
*Correlation is significant at the 0.5 level (two-tailed test). 

and faculty quality. Because conventional 
measures of M.A. program prestige are not 
readily available, we restrict this analysis to 
Ph.D. programs with NRC rankings 
(N= 84). As seen in column one, only one 
variable is significantly related to graduate 

training effectiveness: the number of total 
exams. Further, this coefficient is negative, 
indicating that more highly-ranked Ph.D. 
programs administer fewer exams. In the 
second column, note that four variables have 
statistically significant correlations with re- 
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Table 9. Pearson's Bivariate Correlations Between NRC Ratings and Qualifying Exam Variables, 
Ph.D.-Granting U.S. Departments of Sociology, 1995-1996 

NRC Graduate Effectiveness NRC Faculty Quality 
(1) (2) 

# of Total Exams -.351** -.344** 
(83) (84) 

# of Areas in Exams -.074 -.024 
(67) (67) 

Take-Home Exams (0/1) .116 .171 
(76) (76) 

# of Hours Given for Exam -.116 -.091 
(69) (69) 

Allowed Access to Materials .214 .240* 
During Exam (0/1) (79) (80) 

Student Flexibility on Timing .144 .130 
(0/1) (79) (79) 

# Retakes Allowed -.065 -.049 
(80) (80) 

Dept. Chooses Topics (0/1) -.043 -.007 
(82) (82) 

Student Chooses Topics (0/1) .168 .248* 
(82) (82) 

Dept. Appoints Committee (0/1) -.078 -.098 
(82) (82) 

Student Selects Committee (0/1) -.158 -.152 
(82) (82) 

Estimated % of Students Failing -.207 -.250* 
(71) (71) 

Note: The numbers in parentheses are the number of cases. 
"**Correlation is significant at the .01 level (two-tailed test). 
*Correlation is significant at the .05 level (two-tailed test). 

ported faculty quality: the total number of 
exams, access to materials, student choice of 
topics, and the estimated failure rate. Re- 
ported faculty quality is negatively related to 
the estimated failure rate and the total num- 
ber of exams but positively related to student 
freedom (such as their being allowed access 
to materials during the exam and being able 
to choose topics). These result may seem 
surprising if greater rigor is construed as a 
greater number of exams, less student free- 
dom, and greater failure rates-all of which, 
according to our data, are associated with 
less prestigious departments. 

Substance of Exams 
Determining topics. Table 10 details how 

exam topic areas are determined. Respon- 
dents were allowed to check as many options 

as applied. Almost half of all departments 
have a standard list of topics from which 
students can choose (46.4% of Ph.D. and 
42.2% of M.A. departments). A significant 
proportion of departments allow students to 
choose an emphasis from departmentally- 
defined areas (46.4% of Ph.D. and 33.3% 
of M.A. departments). Fewer departments 
encourage students to design a topic (24.7% 
of Ph.D. and 13.3% of M.A. departments) 
or allow for some other mechanism in defin- 
ing particular exam topics (16.5% of Ph.D. 
and 22.2% of M.A. departments). These 
other method possibilities, as listed by re- 
spondents, include a mix of student and 
faculty selection or basing the topic on the 
student's thesis. On average, Ph.D. pro- 
grams have significantly fewer topical areas 
within exams than do M.A. departments 
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Table 10. Determination of Topics of Qualifying Examinations in All and Ph.D.-Granting U.S. 
Departments of Sociology, 1995-1996' 

All Ph.D. M.A. 

percent percent percent 

Department has Standard List of Topics 45.1 46.4 42.2 
Each Student Designs Topic 21.1 24.7 13.3 
Department Defines Areas, Students 42.3 46.4 33.3 

Choose Emphasis 
Other Method 18.3 16.5 22.2 
Mean Number of Areas in Exams 2.04 1.83 2.49 
(N) (142) (97) (33) 

"aRespondents were allowed to check more than one response. Percentages do not sum to 100 percent. 

(1.83 vs. 2.49, p < .05). 
Exam content. Seventy-nine departments 

provided a listing of exam topic areas (60% 
of Ph.D. departments and 24.4% of M.A. 
departments), and 29 departments provided 
actual reading lists (all but 2 were Ph.D. 

departments).5 Not surprisingly, the two 
most common topic areas listed are, theory 
(49 of 79 departments) and methods (51 
departments). Some departments simply 
noted that topics consisted of "specialty" or 
"substantive" areas, but did not specify what 
these areas were. Of those listing specific 
areas beyond theory and methods, only a 
small number of areas were mentioned by 
more than a few departments. These areas 
included social psychology (18 citations), 
organizations (16), demography (16), crimi- 
nology (15), stratification (including topics 
such as social inequality or labor markets; 
14 citations), and gender or gender combina- 
tion topics (e.g., gender and family, gender 
and race/ethnicity; 10 citations). The topics 
either fell into categories that parallel many 
of the ASA sections (e.g., social psychol- 
ogy, gender), represented broad areas (e.g., 
social organization, general sociology), rep- 
resented other well-recognized sub-areas in 

sociology (e.g., political economy, social 
change, social networks, social problems, 
urban sociology), or were tailored to spe- 
cific areas or student topics (e.g., war on 
poverty, social service delivery systems). 
The M.A. departments listing topics more 
often listed theory, methods, and statistics in 
addition to subareas; Ph.D. departments 
more often than M.A. departments listed 
specialized areas without also listing theory 
and/or methods (data not shown). This is 
consistent with the more specialized nature 
of the Ph.D. degree. The entire compilation 
of topics is included in the Appendix. 

Because a relatively small percentage of 
Ph.D. departments (27%) and only two 
M.A. departments sent reading lists, in or- 
der to examine substance most effectively 
we concentrate on three broad areas: theory, 
methods, and stratification (we received 11, 
9, and 10 reading lists, respectively, in these 
areas). In examining the theory lists, we find 
that Marx, Weber, Durkheim, Simmel, Par- 
sons, and Merton appear on the most lists 
(N =9 for each author). However, the works 
selected for each author differ. Other theo- 
rists with consistent mentions across all lists 
were Comte (seven lists), Mead (seven), 
Goffman (seven), Garfinkel (eight), Giddens 
(eight), Cooley (five), Blumer (seven), 
C.W. Mills (seven), Mannheim (six), and J. 
Turner (six). Some of the other theorists (in 
more or less historical order) appearing 
more than once included Plato, Aristotle, A. 
Smith, I. Khaldun, Rousseau, Hobbes, Toc- 
queville, Toennies, Thomas and Znaniecki, 

5Among Ph.D. departments, listing topic areas 
was significantly correlated with NRC faculty 
quality (r=-. 19, p <.10), and providing a read- 
ing list was correlated with number of exams 
(r=.18, p < .10), allowing materials during 
exams (r=.23, p < .05), student-selected com- 
mittees (r=-.26, p < .05), and percent of 
students failing exams (r= .19, p < .10). 
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Pareto, Sumner, Veblen, Engles, Freud, 
Foucault, Horkheimer, Homans, Blau, 
Lynd, H. Becker, T. Kuhn, Glaser and 
Strauss, L. Coser, A. Stinchombe, N. 
Chodorow, R. Collins, J. Alexander, M. 
Hechter, S. Harding, J. Heritage, R. Tong, 
and J. Stacey and B. Thorne. This list 
exhibits intellectual diversity as it ranges 
widely from anthropologists (Levi-Strauss) 
to philosophers (Foucault), psychologists 
(Freud), and political theorists 
(Tocqueville). Aside from these scholars, 
over 274 others were named, representing a 
wide range of topics and approaches.6 

Interestingly, the methods lists include 
some of the same books and authors as the 
theory lists (e.g., Mills, Glaser and Strauss, 
H. Becker, T. Kuhn, and Durkheim). No 
single article, book, or author appears on 
every methods list. Five of the nine lists are 
a somewhat even mixture of quantitative and 
qualitative methods, two are mostly quanti- 
tative, and two are entirely quantitative. 
Also, definitions of "methods" differ be- 
tween the lists, focusing on topics such as 
the history and philosophy of science, sub- 
categories of quantitative methods, ethics, 
feminist research, and so on. A wider vari- 
ety of sub-categories appear in the methods 
lists than in the theory lists; however, 
comparative-historical (e.g., C. Tilly), eth- 
nographic (e.g., G. Fine) and quantitative 
(e.g., O.D. Duncan) approaches all appear 
to be represented in methods lists. Among 
the most frequently named authors were 
W.F. Whyte, H. Blalock, D. Campbell 
(both Cook and Campbell and Campbell and 
Stanley), Lofland and Lofland, S. Reinharz, 
E. Babbie, S. Lieberson, C. Ragi, O.D. 
Duncan, S. Kish, Rossi and Freeman, 
Glaser and Strauss, and Sudman and Brad- 
burn. Besides these authors, more than 460 
other authors were listed. Ten schools pro- 

vided reading lists that targeted the general 
area of social stratification. These lists re- 
flect an even greater diversity of citations 
than do the theory or methods lists. Almost 
950 different articles and books appear 
across the lists that respondents provided (a 
listing of all authors on these 10 lists is 
available in the original ASA report or by 
request). Part of this diversity may result 
from a relatively greater reliance in these 
lists on articles rather than books. 

A handful of authors appear on more than 
half of the stratification lists. These include: 
J. Baron, W. Bielby, P. Blau, O.D. Dun- 
can, E. Bonacich, P. Bourdieu, M. Bura- 
woy, Davis and Moore, P. England, R. 
Erikson, D. Featherman, R. Hauser, A. 
Giddens, J. Goldthorpe, D. Gordon, M. 
Granovetter, C. Jencks, A. Kalleberg, S. 
Lieberson, D. Massey, F. Parkin, A. 
Portes, R. Rosenfeld, A. Sorensen, S. 
Spilerman, W.J. Wilson, and E.O. Wright. 
The pieces by these authors are not neces- 
sarily the same across lists and many of 
them include a variety of co-authors. Classic 
works by Marx and Weber also appear. 

In general, the substantive lists differ sig- 
nificantly from the theory and methods lists. 
As noted above, they rely more heavily on 
articles rather than books, show less depen- 
dence on the classics, and display greater 
consistency in naming contemporary sociol- 
ogists. That said, the sheer spread of possi- 
bilities throughout over 900 citations indi- 
cates important differences in how lists are 
conceived across these departments. For 
example, some lists clearly consider gender 
stratification important. On these lists, soci- 
ologists such as M. Baca-Zinn, B. Reskin, 
N. Chodorow and H. Hartmann appear. 
Lists focusing on neo-Marxist writings will 
likely include Bowles and Gintis, H. Braver- 
man, M. Mann, A. Przeworski, and C.W. 
Mills. If race and ethnicity are emphasized 
as components of stratification, then so is 
the work of sociologists like E. Anderson, 
R. Farley, S. Olzak, and W.J. Wilson. 
Other emphases include the workplace (R. 
Kanter, R. Hodson, and A. Kalleberg), 
organizations/institutions (E. Laumann, J. 

6Three comprehensive compilations of schol- 
ars appearing on the reading lists are available 
from the original ASA report, or by request of 
the second author: 1) scholars appearing on at 
least two of the 11 theory lists, 2) on at least two 
of the nine methods lists, and 3) on at least one 
of the 10 stratification lists. 
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Meyer, W. Powell, P. DiMaggio, and M. 
Useem), mobility and status attainment (M. 
Hout, Blau, and Duncan), and cross-national 
research (J. Kelley, M. Brinton, 
Goldthorpe, and Hope). In sum, a great 
diversity and variety of scholarship is repre- 
sented across this small sample of depart- 
mental reading lists. 

DISCUSSION 

At the outset of this article, we posed ques- 
tions about the structure and substance of 
graduate training in sociology as it is re- 
flected in departmental exams. Our results 
suggest that in terms of structure, there are 
commonalities in practices and a certain 
coherence of common exam experiences 
among Ph.D.-granting departments. Simi- 
larly, M.A.-granting departments structure 
exams in only a few different ways. How- 
ever, important differences in exam prac- 
tices exist between Ph.D. and M.A. pro- 
grams. Notably, almost half of M.A. pro- 
grams do not require qualifying exams while 
virtually all Ph.D. programs do. It is likely 
that those M.A. departments that do not 
employ qualifying exams have another ex- 
tensive requirement, such as a master's the- 
sis or an in-depth study that must be com- 
pleted before the degree is awarded. Com- 
pared to Ph.D. programs, exams adminis- 
tered by M.A. programs are often shorter, 
supervised classroom exams, with no mate- 
rials allowed. This likely reflects the differ- 
ent nature of what "qualifies" a candidate 
for the two degrees. 

One interesting commonality among both 
Ph.D. and M.A. departments is the fre- 
quency of recent changes to the exam re- 
quirement-over half of graduate depart- 
ments reporting on this item indicated revi- 
sions had been made within the last four 
years. Perhaps such a widespread movement 
toward revision indicates dissatisfaction with 
this aspect of professional socialization 
among both graduate students and faculty. 
This dissatisfaction might involve the struc- 
ture of the exams or may speak to larger 
issues regarding their purpose, learning 

goals, and whether the exam is perceived to 
meet these goals. However, the large per- 
centage of departments making revisions 
may also indicate the explosive growth in 
knowledge or publications in the field, or a 
routine patterned response of graduate fac- 
ulty and students to graduate programs. An 
interesting implication of these widespread 
revisions is that many graduate students in 
the 1990s experienced different exam struc- 
tures than earlier or later cohorts simultane- 
ously pursuing degrees at the same univer- 
sity. 

Among Ph.D. programs, prestige in terms 
of faculty quality is associated with some 
aspects of the exam structure, but perhaps 
not according to expectations. While we can 
only speculate and remain cautious in our 
interpretations, according to our results 
prestigious departments may be seen as hav- 
ing less rigorous exams as indicated by their 
fewer number of exams, lower failure rates, 
and greater student freedom. One possible 
explanation is that admission to more presti- 
gious Ph.D. programs is perceived as a 
screening device yielding more skilled stu- 
dents; as a result, these programs may force 
students through different "hoops" on the 
way to their degrees. Another possibility is 
that more highly-ranked Ph.D. programs 
may have structures emphasizing compre- 
hensive coursework or other mechanisms 
that train and distinguish students for further 
study prior to the qualifying exam stage. 
Alternatively, the differences between more- 
and less-highly ranked Ph.D. programs may 
indicate a difference in orientation and 
goals. 

In contrast to at least some shared experi- 
ences in the structure of exams among both 
M.A. and Ph.D. programs, the substance of 
exams seems to be marked by diversity in 
the expertise of which students, even within 
specialized areas, are required to have com- 
mand. The rigid canon simultaneously called 
for and decried by sociologists is not evident 
in the important and likely site of qualifying 
examinations. Many different substantive 
areas of study are legitimized in U.S. sociol- 
ogy graduate programs, which may not be 
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surprising given the discipline's wide scope. 
However, significant breadth appears to ex- 
ist even within commonly recognized sub- 
stantive areas, such as stratification. Our 
qualitative analysis of the reading lists 
demonstrates that some small "core" of 
common expertise may exist in terms of 
theory. However, on the whole departments 
simultaneously recognize a tremendous vari- 
ety of "sociologies." We are cautious in our 
conclusions due to the small percentage of 
graduate programs (consisting almost en- 
tirely of Ph.D. departments) that provided 
reading lists. However, we believe that ob- 
taining a wider sample of reading lists on a 
topic like stratification might result in even 
more evidence of diversity in the required 
"core" of knowledge. 

In sum, this study has provided a unique, 
exploratory glimpse at two aspects of gradu- 
ate student socialization into the profession 
of sociology. First, it has revealed the con- 
tours of an important part of a graduate 
training structure-the qualifying exam. 
Second, the study has explored the substance 
of expertise that future scholars are expected 
to master. Even while sociology is a broad 
discipline covering diverse approaches and 
topics, some consistency within more gen- 
eral areas like methods or stratification 
might be expected. Yet, we found diversity 
in what students are expected to know-- 
hardly a canon that scholars across the disci- 
pline might be said to share. While profes- 
sional socialization through the structure of 
qualifying exams occurs somewhat consis- 
tently in M.A. and in Ph.D. departments, 
the substance of exams may lack similar 
coherence. As a result, debates surrounding 
the contentious issues of the means and 
materials for professionalization are likely to 
continue. 

APPENDIX. EXAM TOPICS IN PH.D. 
AND M.A. DEPARTMENTS (N=79) 

Aging 
Applied Sociology 
Art, Literature (Sociology of) 
Clinical Marriage and Family 
Collective Behavior and Social Movements 

Communications/Culture 
Community and Environment 
Community/Rural 
Community Studies and Development 
Community/Urban 
Comparative Historical Sociology 
Comparative Social Change and Global 
Comparative Societal Analysis 
Crime/Law/Justice 
Criminology/Delinquency/Deviance 
Cultural Analysis 
Demography 
Development and Social Change 
Development (Sociology of) 
Economic and Work Institutions 
Economy 
Education 
Emotions 
Environment 
Environmental Sociology 
Ethnomethodological, Phenomenological, and 
Observational Sociologies (EPOS) 

Family/Life Cycle/Aging 
Fertility 
Food System/Agriculture/Environment 
Formal Organizations 
Formal Organizations for Abused Children in 
America 

Gender/Work/Inequality 
Gender/Family/Medical 
Gender/Race/Ethnicity/Class 
Gender/Qualitative Methods 
Health 
Human Ecology 
International Development 
Knowledge, Language, Science 
Law and Society - Justice 
Macro Sociology 
Marriage and Family 
Marxism 
Mathematical Sociology 
Medical Sociology 
Methods 
Methods/Qualitative 
Methods/Quantitative 
Methods/Statistics 
Migration 
Modernization 
Mortality 
Natural Resources/Environmental Sociology 
Organizations/Work/Occupations/Social Change 
Personality and Social Structure 
Political Sociology/Economy/Development 
Population/Human Ecology/Health/Life Course 
Race/Ethnicity 
Race/Class/Gender 
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Rational Action Theory 
Religion 
Research 
Rural Sociology/Demography 
Science 
Service Delivery Systems and Battered Women's 
Shelter Movement 

Small Groups 
Social Change/Development 
Social Control 
Social Deviance/Mental Health 
Social Inequality/Organizations/Labor Markets 
Social Interaction 
Social Network Processes 
Social Organization 
Social Policy 
Social and Political Order and Change 
Social Problems 
Social Psychology 
Social Stratification 
Socialization 
Sociolinguistics 
Sports/Body 
Statistics 
Stratification/Organization 
Structural Sociology 
Technology 
Theory/General Sociology/Classical/Modern 
Urban Development 
Urban Sociology 
War on Poverty 
Work and Family 
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