Oral Examinations

Oral exams mark the end of your coursework and open the gateway to the dissertation. They are designed to assure that you have the necessary knowledge and skill to write your dissertation, to teach, and to have a professional presence. 
A. Choosing Fields for Oral Examinations
The division of labor among the three fields for orals often looks something like the following: 

1) One field provides you with a solid knowledge in what you define as your 
major field so that you will be able to prepare syllabi and teach courses in that field as well as have the historiographic and historical foundation for your dissertation.  This field is always defined as a “History” (as opposed to another discipline) field. 

2) One or two other fields provide you with a solid knowledge of one or two distinct but complementary areas within history that may be of use for either your dissertation research or teaching. E.g. Many Europeanists will read one national field and one European-wide field, one or two national fields within Europe, or two chronologically sequential fields in the same area.  This field is almost always defined as a “History” (as opposed to another discipline) field.

3) One field may provide you with the background in another discipline needed for research purposes. Thus, someone planning to write a dissertation in Early Modern British history might read a field in English literature of the period.  Someone thinking about a dissertation in which analysis of architecture will play a central role might read a field in the history of architecture.  Fields in social theory and anthropology are not unusual. 

Note: Within these broad definitions, many variations are, of course, possible. Many faculty encourage students reading fields with them to break the lists into sub-fields. Some include primary sources, some do not. Some are oriented towards a specific sub-discipline, i.e. intellectual history, some are not.

REMEMBER:  Fields normally build from course-work.  It is NOT cheating – quite the contrary – to use syllabi for the armature of your fields. 

B. When to decide on Fields
This is complicated. On the one hand, the sooner you decide on fields the sooner you can choose your courses in relation to those fields and the sooner you will be able to do your exams.  This is all good.  On the other hand, deciding too quickly may make you conservative in the sense that you just deepen the knowledge you already have without allowing yourself to take advantage of the faculty at the U of C, or to explore new areas. You may also, if you decide on fields before having any idea what your dissertation is about, not define your fields as well as you could have to prepare for the thesis.

A rule of thumb:  It’s never too soon to start thinking about fields and talking about options with the faculty, but it doesn’t usually make sense to choose your fields until at least the end of the first year. As you know, we expect everyone to be ABD by the end of the 3rd year – if you haven’t settled on fields by the beginning of winter term of your 2nd year it will be very difficult to make that deadline.
C.  Choosing your Committee
The choice of your committee is often, but not always, obvious – determined by the faculty’s expertise.  Some things to think about when it isn’t obvious:

1) It is always better to read a field with someone with whom you have taken at least one course.  Some faculty will, in fact, refuse to read a field with someone who has done no coursework with them.  Classes enable you to get a sense of how the faculty think, the historical approaches they favor, and to master part of the material for the field.  They also give the faculty a chance to get to know you.  (Of course, research leaves, your changes of focus, and vagaries of course offerings mean that this is not always possible.)

2) It is much better if the faculty can be physically present for at least part of the time you will be preparing for the exam – so you can take a course with them and /or discuss the reading – and for the exam itself.  The faculty often don’t know/don’t control their schedules so this can be difficult to determine, but it’s worth discussing.

3) Bear in mind that your orals committee and your dissertation committee do not need to be the same.  When choosing your orals committee you are NOT choosing your dissertation committee. Likewise when you choose someone to chair your orals you are not choosing your dissertation chair (although the two are most often the same). 

D. Skills taught by/needed for Orals

Preparing for orals requires the following set of tasks:

1) Deciding both what interests you and what you need to know (the two are, sadly, not always completely coterminous) in order to teach and write effectively in your field.  You can generally count on the faculty to help you figure out what you need to know.  You obviously need to take responsibility for deciding what you want to learn from your orals reading.  This seems to be harder than it appears, so give yourself some to think about it. 

2) Formulating appropriate bibliographies, organized in intelligible and useful fashion. Again you will receive guidance (and can look to the example of those who have already read similar fields) but in most fields the lists are not predetermined or set (even if there may be a core of essential readings).

3) Learning how to read and digest a vast amount of material quickly and efficiently. This means learning – if you haven’t already – multiple reading styles. Some texts require that you read every word and take extensive notes; some you need to skim; some you need to read some parts very closely and skim others.  Given that there’s never enough time to read everything in depth, these are reading skills you will use for the rest of your career. 

4) Good note-taking (again if you haven’t mastered this yet). If you don’t take good notes you will not do well – there is simply too much to read and you may be asked in the exam to talk about a book you read two years earlier, if you haven’t had notes to review from (not marginalia) you probably won’t remember enough about the book to talk about it coherently.  If you take good notes, furthermore, you’ll have them in five years when you’re suddenly asked to prepare a lecture on a topic very distant from your area of expertise but that you read a few things about for your orals.  

5) Sorting out key from trivial historiographic debates, making decisions about crucial versus interesting historical moments, events, and personages. 

6) Talking effectively under pressure.  The oral examinations are oral for a very good reason.  Teaching, of course, requires responding to questions and formulating oral arguments.  And, many key moments in your professional life will turn on your ability to talk effectively in situations of stress – most notably interviews for grants, post-docs, and jobs – it is crucial that you learn to do so.  

E.The Exam Itself

Normally the exam lasts two hours with 40 minutes for each exam. You choose the order of the exam.  Different faculty ask different kinds of questions (or different kinds of questions on different exams, depending on the list) – some more detailed, some less. Some focus on historiography, some on history.  It’s always good to do a “mock” exam a week or two before the real thing to make sure you and your examiners are on the same page concerning the nature of the questions.  When the exam is over, you leave the room and faculty discusses the exam.  After a few minutes, you’ll be called back in and told the outcome. The possible results are distinction (10%) of the exams, pass, and fail.  Generally, distinction is granted on exams in which the student has not only mastered the required knowledge, but has thought actively about it, producing her/his own interpretation/s. 
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