What they never tell you about candidacy exams;

 One Professor’s  Opinion
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Several of my students have requested help in preparation for their candidacy exams lately so I offer these opinions. Ultimately the students found them useful. Clearly this is not an official departmental advisement, rather, these are my personal thoughts. 

Completing one’s candidacy is a serious hurdle and there are many paths to a successful outcome, but knowledge is power and reduction of uncertainties and irrational fear never hurt one’s performance. 

The nature of the candidacy exam is only partly to find out how much a student has been able to cram into their head. Ideally, candidacies provide insight on how students think; make associations; and demonstrate logical structures of understanding across their discipline's depth and breadth.  For example, most reviewers would gladly overlook a student's knowledge gaps on detailed steps in gene replication if the student knew something about the basic processes, their importance, the pioneers of the field, and had a broad understanding of how genetic research is changing society (genetic clocks, cloning, GMOs, genetic diversity management etc.) 

There are many ways to satisfactorily demonstrate ones knowledge.  At some subconscious level your potential to become a colleague is being assessed (is this someone I would want to recruit to my department?, my consulting business, recommend for a job, nominate to be an advisor to government?)  

Candidacy exams are more like essay exams than multiple choices. They take practice. Candidacies are hard to study for; they take a constant re-focusing from big picture to small picture then back to big picture.  I encourage wall-sized matrices that contain the topic -theory -originators - seminal works - current issues- examples – and pet drawings you hope to use to illustrate points.  Deliberations are never complete and it is very rare for a student to know all that is asked of them. 

As students are examined, the level of questioning generally goes up and up by notches to plumb the limits of their knowledge. Engineers might call this "failure testing" where more and more weight is applied to a structure until it fails. The failure is not important- you know the structure is going to break - but this process is seen as an opportunity to show just how far one's strengths will carry them. As in engineering, this is not done in anger or for reasons of belittlement; rather, it is a coached and controlled opportunity for the student to shine and for the committee to provide the intellectual template on which the student can show their stuff. Some faculty members place a somewhat softer human face placed on the metaphor I just set out, but often their deliberations behind closed doors are just as critical. 

There is a lot to keep on your mind.   

Below is a partial list of concerns brought to me by my graduate students. These kinds of issues deserve your consideration. 

What is really being assessed?

How and why do Professors develop such odd twisted questions? 

How to prepare?

How to analyze your committee.

Pre-meeting with committee members.

Why do seemingly nice professors act like jerks? 

What if things go wrong?

Taking quiet control of your examination – turning the dynamics in on themselves

Understanding the flow of the exam. 

Should one use the comment period at the end? 

Appropriate and inappropriate use of anger; maintaining poise.

Using your time outs and comment period – wisdom or mistake?

What are your rights, options, and expectations?

How badly does one have to perform to fail? 

What do the categories really mean? 

(1) Pass, 

(2) Conditional Pass, 

(3)  Failure  (Repeat, Change to an MSc.,Terminate the Doctoral program) 

Drawing a line between Candidacy exams and Dissertation Defenses- they are different.

If you have questions like those above be sure to seek counsel with your advisor or a trusted mentor. Candidacy exams are for many the most intensive evaluation exam of their entire career. The exams are imminently accomplishable but almost never without concerted preparation involving content, mental attitude, understanding of the committee dynamics and a grasp of the meaning and procedure of the exam.  
