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Reading lists
• Your reading list is a guide of what you should read to prepare for your 
exams; it is not a guide of how you should read to prepare for your 
exams

+ What order should you read your materials in?

+ What kinds of information/content should you focus on?

+ How much time should you give to each piece?



Reading lists
This is a sample reading list – I don’t think you should use it as an example of 
what to read (that’s between you and your committee); rather, I want to use it as a 
way to figure out how to read.

Ryan Stoldt, “Comprehensive Exams Reading List,” October 28, 2018 
https://ryanstoldt.com/2018/10/22/comprehensive-exams-reading-lists/ (Accessed 
June 16, 2022).

https://ryanstoldt.com/2018/10/22/comprehensive-exams-reading-lists/
https://ryanstoldt.com/2018/10/22/comprehensive-exams-reading-lists/


Ordering your reading schedule
• Consider major themes and how they relate

+ BUT, don’t over-divide your reading list

• Look for existing conversations and debates

+ BUT, also look for people who are talking to each other that don’t know they are talking 
to each other (i.e. implicit debates)

• Consider lines of development (theoretical, methodological, etc.)

+ BUT, don’t fall into the trap of only reading old-to-new
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Annotated bibliographies
• Everyone wants their annotations to be thorough. 

• Thorough annotations won’t matter if your process isn’t sustainable.

• Things to focus on first: ARGUMENT

+ Major arguments

+ Connections between readings (debate and development)

+ Research questions and answers (framing, context)

+ Methodological development

• Things to consider once you have that together: CONTENT

+ Helpful/compelling examples

+ Details (esp. about minor theories)



Questions: Where you find yourself (maybe)
• You do not (and will not) know what questions are going to be on the exam

+ Challenge: What is important?  What isn’t?

+ Challenge: Scope (How broad/general/specific will the questions be?)

• You and your committee will work together to come up with a selection of 
questions that you’ll choose from on the day of.

+ Challenge: How can you come up with questions that your committee members will 
like?

• You will be given advance notice of the questions (or, at least, the kinds of 
questions) that are going to be on the exam.

+ Challenge: Should you write answers ahead of time and memorize? Or should you 
go in with basic outlines?
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Some assumptions
• Even if you aren’t required to write your own qualifying exam questions, coming 

up with potential questions is a useful way to prepare for the exam

+ Helps you consider the major issues in your field

+ Gives you a way to organize your readings

+ Practice tests



Some assumptions
• Even if you aren’t required to write your own qualifying exam questions, coming 

up with potential questions is a useful way to prepare for the exam

+ Helps you consider the major issues in your field

+ Gives you a way to organize your readings

+ Practice tests

• Even if you don’t know the questions that you will be answering, you can prepare 
partial answers (answer shards, answer steps) that you will use across a variety 
of answers.  

+ The process of answering questions during your exam, then, becomes an exercise 
in organization and argumentation rather than simple recall



Kinds of questions
• “Dumb” Questions with Smart Answers

+ What is religion?

+ Is the United States a Christian nation?

• “So-and-so says” Questions

+ Proponents of Agenda Setting Theory argue that a population’s sense of what ought to be 
considered “news-worthy” is influenced by the work that mass media organizations do to 
make their own agendas salient to the public. What other theories are proponents of AST 
arguing against with this assertion, what have other scholars said on this same issue, 
and what do you think? Provide relevant evidence and citations where necessary.

+ For Karl Marx, religion functioned as an “opiate;” on the other hand, Weber describes 
religion as a kind of energizing mechanism (an amphetamine, if you will).  Which framing 
do you think is more accurate and why?

• Public-Facing Questions (Contemporary issues)

+ You are invited to speak on a CNN panel about voter suppression in the United States.  
Keeping your audience in mind, detail the history of voter suppression in the United 
States, dominant theories about voter engagement, and how you think this information 
should influence the average voter going into the 2020 election.
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Kinds of questions
• Straight Literature Review Questions

+ More than many other academic disciplines, the field of Communication Studies (and Mass 
Communications) has had to directly confront a shifting social and technological 
landscape.  Where would you locate the beginnings of the modern field of Communication 
Studies and what major advances/arguments have marked its development?

• Methodological Questions

+ For the following case-study synopsis and research question, please detail a mixed 
methods approach of study.  Discuss, also, the relative merits (strengths and 
limitations) of a longitudinal research design and a cross-sectional research design for 
this project:

• Theory Questions

+ Detail the history of Adaptive Structuration Theory and evaluate its merits for 
evaluating the contemporary mass media landscape.

+ Discuss the differences between how “candidate-centered” theories and “party-centered” 
theories consider the role of (1) election-seeking politicians, (2) policy goals, (3) 
party insiders, and (4) intense policy demanders.  Give examples for each.
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Examples of answer steps
• Descriptions of major works within your field

• Descriptions of major arguments, divisions, and conversations in your field

• Short responses analyzing the development of major theories and assumptions

+ i.e. “research stories”

• Analysis of the major methodological and analytical approaches in your field

+ Strengths and weaknesses of different approaches

+ Appropriateness of different approaches for answering different kinds of 
questions

• Descriptive histories relevant to your topics/sub-topics

• Descriptions of the major questions that motivate your field
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