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Taking a comprehensive field exam in methodology 

Students may satisfy the requirements for the comprehensive field exam (aka “prelim”) in methodology 

by passing an exam in one of the three areas of the subfield: formal theory, quantitative methods, or 

qualitative methods. Format, timing, and prerequisites for each exam vary by the three areas. 

Quantitative methodology 
Students wanting to take the exam in quantitative methods must have the commitment of a faculty 

member in political science to administer the exam for the student. This commitment should not entail an 

evaluation of the student’s ability to successfully pass the exam.  Rather, it is simply a commitment to 

work with the student to prepare for the exam, to craft (with the assistance of other faculty) the exam for 

the student, to evaluate the exam, and to clearly communicate to the student when they will be on leave, 

etc., so that the student has clear expectations about when they might take the exam.  Students are 

strongly encouraged to secure such a commitment before wedding themselves to the idea of taking the 

quantitative methods exam. 

To reiterate:  Students will only be able to take an examination in quantitative methods under special 

permission of the methods faculty. 

Prerequisites for the quantitative methods exam 

A student taking the quantitative methods exam must have accomplished significant coursework in 

quantitative research methods well beyond the current departmental offerings. Successful completion of a 

minimum of five courses in quantitative methods including Data Analysis, Causal Inference (or other 

Intermediate Research Methods course agreed upon by the statistics faculty, such as STAT 22000 when 

the department does not offer Causal Inference), Linear Models, and Maximum Likelihood, with a fifth 

course to be drawn from the department’s advanced offerings (Advanced Maximum Likelihood, Bayesian 

Inference, Multi-level Modeling, Network Analysis, each only sporadically offered), or a course of an 

equivalent level offered by another department would satisfy this requirement (upon prior approval by the 

Department’s quantitative methods faculty). A student may petition the methods faculty to take the 

methods exam if they have not satisfied these requirements, but they must consult with the faculty before 

pursuing such an alternative.          

Format and timing of the quantitative methods exam 

There will be two parts to the quantitative methods exam, one to test familiarity with the core ideas in 

statistics, and the other part to provide the student with data which will be graded on the basis of that 

student’s grasp of the use of statistical methods to explore a substantive problem in political science. The 

first part will be a closed book exam, the second part will be an open book exam, and will involve the 

analysis of data that we have provided to the student.  The statistics component of the exam will run from 

9 a.m. to 12 p.m., and students may allocate their time as they see fit, subject to the constraint that they 

cannot return to the closed book part of the exam once they have begun the open book component. The 

second, open book portion of the exam will be conducted in the afternoon of the same day as the closed 

book exam, to be submitted by 5pm. In the open book portion, the student will receive a data set, and a set 

of questions to answer that demonstrate mastery of the student’s advanced abilities in methods. The 



student and the faculty administering the exam will agree on which aspect of advanced methods will be 

tested in the exam, under the limitation that the faculty person will have expertise in the particular area to 

craft a suitable exam. The student must have a very clear agreement with the faculty administering the 

quantitative exam about the topics to be covered in the second part. 

Formal theory 
Prerequisites for the formal theory exam 

Students wishing to take the formal theory exam must complete a three-course sequence composed of 

30901, 31000, and 40801. Any student who has taken the three-course sequence in formal theory can take 

the field exam in Formal Theory. 

Format and timing of the formal theory exam 

The formal theory exam will consist of a closed book, closed notes exam running from 9am to 5pm on a 

single day.  A typical exam will consist of one question corresponding to each of the three required 

courses. Passing the exam will require mastery of the material in all three courses. 

Qualitative methodology 
A student taking the qualitative methods exam must have done significant coursework in qualitative 

methods of political science research such as case study or interpretive methods. By significant 

coursework, it is meant that students should have taken at least two graduate-level courses in that area of 

research methods. Students are also required to have taken one additional course that applies these 

methods at an advanced level. 


