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Most political scientists self-identify as a comparativist, theorist, Americanist,

or another label corresponding with the qualifying field exams (QFE) that they passed

during their doctoral studies. Passing the QFE indicates that a graduate student or faculty
member is broadly familiar with the full range of theories, approaches, and debates within
a subfield or research theme. The value of the QFE as a form of certification, however,
depends on the extent to which the subfield or theme is cohesive in and of itself as well as

whether departmental lists draw on a common pool of publications. This article inves-

tigates the value of the QFE by examining the cohesiveness of 16 Canadian politics PhD

QFE lists. Our findings suggest that it is problematic to assume that scholars who pass a

QFE share a common knowledge base.

ost political science PhD programs in North

America and Europe require their doctoral

students to pass two or more qualifying field

exams (QFEs) that correspond with exist-

ing subfields or a particular research theme.
These subfields and themes include comparative politics, inter-
national relations, political theory, domestic politics, methodol-
ogy, gender and politics, and local government, among others.
Passing these exams is an important milestone for graduate stu-
dents because it means that they finally can begin serious work
on their dissertation.

In their CVs, most if not all political scientists self-identify
as a methodologist, comparativist, theorist, or another moni-
ker that corresponds to the QFEs that they successfully passed
in graduate school. In this sense, QFEs serve as a type of certi-
fication process and mechanism indicating that the individual
has demonstrated “a broad mastery of core content, theory, and
research” of a particular subfield (Mawn and Goldberg 2012, 156;
see also Wood 2015, 225) and is now “ready to join the academic
community™ (Estrem and Lucas 2003, 396; Schafer and Giblin 2008,
276). Achieving this milestone also means that one is qualified
to teach a variety of courses in a particular subfield (Ishiyama,
Miles, and Balarezo 2010, 521; Jones 1933; Wood 2015, 225);
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read and synthesize new research (Ponder, Beatty, and Foxx
2004); and converse effectively with others in the subfield at
conferences, job talks, and in departmental hallways. In short,
passing a QFE signals that the department has certified that
an individual is suitably prepared for advanced study and
teaching in a particular area.z

Surprisingly, there is substantial variation in how departments
prepare students and administer their QFEs. Some departments
have formal reading lists; others leave it to the supervisors and
the students to generate them; some rely solely on class syllabi
and core courses to prepare their students. The exam itself var-
ies, with some departments opting for different written formats
and some requiring oral defenses. This organizational variation
seems at odds with the idea of the QFE as a broadly recognized
qualification.

This article analyzes an original dataset of books, articles,
and chapters taken from QFE reading lists in a single subfield
of political science—Canadian politics—to evaluate the extent to
which QFE preparation provides comprehensive and cohesive
training. Is there consistency across departments? Our main goal
in answering this question is to interrogate the usefulness of the
QFE as a certification tool. If the reading lists converge around
numerous books and articles, then we should expect those who
pass a QFE to share a common language for researching, commu-
nicating, and teaching about the subfield. If the lists are incoher-
ent or fragmented, then the QFE certification likely will be less
valuable as a heuristic for evaluating a candidate’s ability in these
areas. Similarly, if the reading lists privilege certain topics and
voices over others, then this may have tremendous implications
for the current and future direction of the discipline as it relates
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to various epistemological, ontological, and normative concerns
(Stoker, Peters, and Pierre 2015). Our results suggest that the utility
of the QFE as a certification tool may be weaker than expected: in
our dataset of 2,953 items taken from the preparation materials of
16 universities, there is not a single item that appears on each list.

Interest Groups/Social Movements (8/16 lists); Political Economy
(7/16 lists); Provinces/Regionalism/Quebec (9/16 lists); Public
Policy (9/16 lists); Gender (6/16 lists); Multilevel Governance,
Local and Urban Politics (4/16 lists); Political Behaviour, Voting,
and Elections (12/16 lists); and Parliament (14/16 lists).s

If the reading lists converge around numerous books and articles, then we should expect those
who pass a QFE to share a common language for researching, communicating, and teaching
about the subfield. If the lists are incoherent or fragmented, then the QFE certification likely
will be less valuable as a heuristic for evaluating a candidate’s ability in these areas.

WHY CANADIAN POLITICS?

The Canadian politics QFE is a useful test of the certification argu-
ment because it is likely to be the most cohesive among the tra-
ditional subfields of the discipline. Not only does it focus on the
politics of one country and therefore is limited in geographic scope
and substantive focus, but also the body of literature is manage-
able given the number of (relatively few) individuals working in
it. Moreover, the Canadian political science community has long
been concerned about various external and internal intellectual
threats, which suggests self-awareness that should contribute
to cohesion. In terms of external threats, scholars have expressed
concerns about the Americanization of the discipline (Albaugh
2017; Cairns 1975; Héroux-Legault 2017) and a comparative turn
(Turgeon et al. 2014; White et al. 2008). Others are concerned
about internal threats, lamenting the fact that white, male, and
English-Canadian voices have long dominated the scholarly com-
munity at the expense of French, Indigenous, and other racial
and ethnic minority voices (Abu-Laban 2017; Ladner 2017; Nath,
Tungohan, and Gaucher 2018; Rocher and Stockemer 2017; Tolley
2017). This introspection, coupled with the limited size of the com-
munity, is likely to increase consistency across departments; there-
fore, we expect the core set of readings identified in the reading lists
to be more unified and comprehensive than in other subfields.

THE DATA

To test this assumption, we emailed all of the graduate-program
directors across Canada to request copies of their reading lists
for the Canadian politics QFE.3 Nineteen universities offer PhD
training in Canada and 18 offer Canadian politics as a subfield.
Email requests were sent in fall 2016 and summer 2018, yielding
16 lists; two universities indicated that they had no set list. Of the
lists received, four were course syllabi.+

Research assistants entered each reading item into a spread-
sheet and coded the entry for author name(s); gender of the
author(s); year of publication; type (i.e., journal, book, book
chapter, or government document); country of publication; lan-
guage; type of analysis (i.e., qualitative or quantitative); whether
the piece was comparative; and category title. A random sample
of 10% of entries from each list was checked and verified. There
were as many as 35 subheadings on the lists; therefore, we col-
lapsed the categories into 17 broad titles, as follows: General/
Classics (5/16 lists); The Discipline/Methods/Theory (10/16 lists);
Political Culture (7/16 lists); Federalism (13/16 lists); Media (2/16
lists); Indigenous (8/16 lists); Identity (11/16 lists); Constitution/
Charter Politics/Courts (12/16 lists); Political Parties (10/16 lists);
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DESCRIPTIVE RESULTS

Our starting point for analysis was to examine simple descriptive
characteristics. It was immediately clear that the lists were quite var-
ied, most notably in size. The average number of readings assigned
on a list was 184.6, but the range was informative—from 44 to 525
(median=130). This finding suggests real differences in the workload
of graduate students in differentlocations. There also was variation in
the list contents. The average number of books was 97, ranging from
21t0 339 (median=55.5). The number of articles ranged from eight to
100 (averaging 48; median=52). Finally, book chapters were popular
inclusions, averaging 23.2% of lists (4.1% to 62.7%; median=22.5%).
Most of the material was published in Canada (73.6%, ranging from
54.1% t0 94.1%; median=72.1%) but a substantial minority was pub-
lished in Europe (averaging 19.5%; median=20.1%).

We next considered the diversity of voices present on each list.
Despite being a bilingual country with a bilingual national asso-
ciation, the reading lists were decidedly not. Outside of Quebec,
the average number of French-language readings was only 3.17, but
the number ranged from zero to 36 (median=o0). Within Quebec—
and perhaps reflecting the dominance of English in political
science—the average number was only 28, ranging from a low
of nine to a high of 58 (median=22.5). The gender breakdown of
authors was more positive (23.58% female), ranging from 12.38%
t0 32.56% (median=23.98%).¢ This finding is comparable to the mem-
bership of the Canadian Political Science Association (i.e., 40.9% in
2017, an increase from 25.4% in 1997). However, the percentage
of lists dedicated to subheadings that consider marginalized voices
(i.e., gender, Indigenous, class, race, ethnicity, multiculturalism,
immigration, religion, interest groups, and social movements)
was small (3.95%, ranging from zero to 18.6%; median=0.88%).
This is consistent with recent research that suggests the presence
of a hidden curriculum in political science that silos marginalized
topics and voices while privileging approaches that use gender
and race as descriptive categories rather than as analytic or theo-
rized categories (Cassese and Bos 2013; Cassese, Bos, and Duncan
2012; Nath, Tungohan, and Gaucher 2018).

Because large and small departments have different faculty
complements whose experiences may affect the design of compre-
hensive-exam lists, figure 1 reports many of the same statistics by
size of department—both small (i.e., 25 or fewer faculty members)
and large. The representation of female authors is almost iden-
tical, but larger departments have slightly less representation of
quantitative political science, more articles and fewer chapters,
and more international publications. The age of the readings,
published before or after 1990, was similar.
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Not even “Parliament” (8/14)

Figure 1 or “elections” (10/14) appears
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A COHESIVE FIELD?

Considering the descriptive overview of the reading lists, we now
can answer our research question: Is the study of Canadian politics
cohesive? We examined this question in three ways: topics covered,
authors cited, and readings included.” As noted previously, the
variation in subheadings across the QFE reading lists is substan-
tial. What is most striking is that there is no topic that is covered
by every single university (see previous discussion). For example,
“federalism” is included on 13/14 of the lists with subheadingss;
the constitution, constitutional development, or constitutionalism
is included on 10; and Quebec politics is included on eight.

Figure 2
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Moving beyond topic head-
88.8 ings, which are flawed measures
of content because many read-
ings address multiple topics, we
considered the authors (or view-
points) to whom students are
exposed. We constructed a score
for each author that reflected
the number of times they were
found on each list, weighted by the number of items on each list
(i.e., an additive measure that considers each list equally).~ Figure 2
lists the top 10 cited authors, noting the number of readings cited,
their weighted frequency, and the number of lists on which they
appear (in parentheses next to their name).=

Looking at the data this way is informative. The most-cited
author, across most measures (i.e., weighted frequency, number
of lists, and number of works cited), is Alan Cairns. He appears
on 15 of the 16 lists (i.e., 24 different pieces were cited) and he
has the highest weighted frequency of all authors. Donald Savoie
is the only author to appear on all 16 lists, but his weighted fre-
quency is relatively low. Going
down the list by weighted fre-
quency, it is interesting to note
that the three measures we
report are not always correlated.
For example, Elisabeth Gidengil
has a weighted frequency of
28.29% (i.e., fifth overall) but
appears on only 13 lists and has
16 pieces cited. Peter Russell,
conversely, has a weighted fre-
quency of 22.5% (i.e., ninth over-
all) and appears on 15 lists with
17 pieces of work.

These results suggest that
there is some consistency
in terms of individual view-
points that are being studied
during QFE preparation (i.e.,
assuming that scholars are
consistent across their work).
However, a total of 1,188
author names are included on
the lists; therefore, agreement

100

Readings Cited
. Weighted Frequency (%)
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on some of the top 10 does not indicate a substantial amount
of coherence.

Finally, we considered specific readings to look for cohesiveness
in QFE training. Table 1 reports all readings, in order of num-
ber of departments, that appeared on a majority of lists in our

Table 1

database (i.e., eight ormore). We were surprised to see that noread-
ing is included in every list. The closest is The Electoral System
and the Party System in Canada by Alan Cairns, which is included
on 14 lists. Only two readings are included on 13 lists and two
on 12 lists. The modal number of lists for a single reading is one

Most Common Individual Readings

Rank Reading Name Author Number of Departments

1 “The Electoral System and the Party System in Canada: 1921-1965." Alan Cairns 14
Canadian Journal of Political Science, 1968, 1 (1): 55-80.

2 (tie) The Charter Revolution and The Court Party. Broadview Press, 2000. F.L. Morton and Rainer Knopf 13

2 (tie) Citizens Plus: Aboriginal Peoples and the Canadian State. Alan Cairns 13
University of British Columbia Press, 2000.

3 (tie) The People’s House of Commons: Theories of Democracy in David Smith 12
Contention. University of Toronto Press, 2007.

3 (tie) “The Governments and Societies of Canadian Federalism.” Alan Cairns 12
Canadian Journal of Political Science, 1977, 10 (4): 695-725.

4 (tie) Governing from the Centre: The Concentration of Power in Donald Savoie 11
Canadian Politics. University of Toronto Press, 1999.

4 (tie) Constitutional Odyssey: Can Canadians Become a Sovereign Peter Russell 11
People? University of Toronto Press, 2004.

4 (tie) Governing with the Charter: Legislative and Judicial Activism and James B. Kelly 11
Framers’ Intent. University of British Columbia Press, 2005.

5 (tie) Letting the People Decide: Dynamics of a Canadian Election. Richard Johnston, André Blais, 10
McGill-Queen'’s University Press, 1992. Henry Brady, and Jean Créte

5 (tie) “The Judicial Committee and Its Critics.” Canadian Journal of Political Alan Cairns 10
Science, 1971, 4 (3): 301-45.

5 (tie) Dominance and Decline: Making Sense of Recent Canadian Elections. Elisabeth Gidengil, Neil Nevitte, André 10
University of Toronto Press, 2012. Blais, Joanna Everitt, and Patrick Fournier

5 (tie) Federal Provincial Diplomacy: The Making of Recent Policy in Canada. Richard Simeon 10
University of Toronto Press, 2006.

6 (tie) Misconceiving Canada: The Struggle for National Unity. Kenneth McRoberts 9
Oxford University Press, 1997.

6 (tie) The Decline of Deference: Canadian Value Change in Cross-National Neil Nevitte 9
Perspective. Broadview Press, 1996.

6 (tie) “Conservatism, Liberalism, and Socialism in Canada: Gad Horowitz 9
An Interpretation.” Canadian Journal of Economics and
Political Science, 1966, 32 (2): 143-71.

6 (tie) Cabinets and First Ministers. University of British Columbia Press, 2005. Graham White

6 (tie) Rebuilding Canadian Party Politics. University of British R. Kenneth Carty, William P. Cross, and
Columbia Press, 2000. Lisa Young

6 (tie) Mr. Smith Goes to Ottawa: Life in the House of Commons. David Docherty 9
University of British Columbia Press, 1997.

6 (tie) In Search of Canadian Political Culture. University of Nelson Wiseman 9
British Columbia Press, 2007.

6 (tie) Democratizing the Constitution: Reforming Responsible Peter Aucoin, Mark Jarvis, and 9
Government. Emond Montgomery Publishing, 2011. Lori Turnbull

7 (tie) The Parliament of Canada. University of Toronto Press, 1987. C.E.S.Franks

7 (tie) Federalism, Citizenship, and Quebec: Debating Multinationalism. Alain G. Gagnon and Raffaele lacovino
University of Toronto Press, 2006.

7 (tie) Canadian Federalism: Performance, Effectiveness and Legitimacy. Herman Bakvis and Grace Skogstad 8
Oxford University Press, 2012.

7 (tie) “Ghosts of the Judicial Committee of the Privy Council: Group Miriam Smith 8
Politics and Charter Litigation in Canadian Political Science.”
Canadian Journal of Political Science, 2002, 35 (1): 3-29.

7 (tie) Feminists and Party Politics. University of British Columbia Press, 2000. Lisa Young 8

7 (tie) The Invisible Crown. University of Toronto Press, 1995. David Smith

7 (tie) Selling Diversity: Immigration, Multiculturalism, Employment Equity, Yasmeen Abu-Laban and

and Globalization. Broadview Press, 2002.

Christina Gabriel
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(1,747 readings total). The 27 readings reported in table 1 are varied
in terms of their date of publication, ranging from 1966 to 2012.

This analysis reveals that there is no substantial “canon” cov-
ered by all QFE reading lists for Canadian politics. Noteworthy,
however, is the repeated appearance of Cairns in the list of top-
cited readings (i.e., his 1968 article appears on 14/16 lists) and
Savoie’s name on all 16 lists. If there is to be one “godfather” of
Canadian political science, Cairns and Savoie would be strong
nominees. Another point to consider is the diversity of subject
matter in the most-read pieces. Parliament, the Charter of Rights
and Freedoms, the courts, political culture, federalism, multi-
nationalism, Indigenous politics, women and politics, and party
politics are all popular. We find this result encouraging in the
sense that it suggests learning about the parliamentary process
and/or elections is not the only feature that unites QFE training
across the country. There appears to be at least majority recogni-
tion of the value of many pieces that provide alternative viewpoints
on Canadian politics. Along with our previous findings about topic
headings, we are considerably more optimistic that students do
learn alternative viewpoints most of the time. Nonetheless, the fact
that we find most of these viewpoints only in a majority rather than
in all of the lists still gives us pause.

WHAT ARE QFES GOOD FOR?

Analyzing QFE reading lists is a useful way of understanding what
“qualifying” actually means. It also provides insight into the com-
prehensiveness and cohesiveness of an academic field and the extent
to which any type of universal training is even possible. Although we
suspected that analyzing the Canadian politics subfield might be an
“easy” case for finding cohesion, our results suggest otherwise. There
is no single topic or reading shared by all political scientists who take
comprehensive examinations in the field of Canadian politics. This
finding means that looking to QFEs as evidence that job candidates
and/or faculty members from various universities share a common
vocabulary for teaching, communicating, and collaborating is at least
somewhat flawed. There is no guarantee that PhD students or even
Canadian politics faculty members working in the same department
will share the same knowledge base if they received their training at
different universities.

approaches and critical thinking about how to study politics also are essential.
In many ways, passing a PhD defense indicates that the student has mastered
the art of doing effective research based on these skills. In this article, we chose
to focus on the substantive knowledge gained from QFEs because of how they
tend to be used in the job market: as an indicator of an individual’s ability
to teach and supervise with expertise in a particular area of study. There are
many different ways to gain exposure to research approaches but far fewer
ways to gain exposure to key theories and arguments that may be considered
foundational for subfields. Our focus is on understanding whether we are
justified in inferring common subfield expertise based on success in QFEs.

. One may argue that a better way of assessing commonality in training would

be to assess the exam questions. We believe that to do so would not reveal
whether students are exposed to common seminal works across universities
(e.g.,if an exam does not ask students to comment specifically on a seminal
publication), and the existence of this type of “core” is what we seek to evaluate.
Similarly, whereas some might argue that an analysis of questions may provide
better insight into whether students are expected to be conversant on a set of
common topics, this approach likely will not indicate whether students across
departments share a common vocabulary or set of assumptions about the topic.
If the QFE question is “What explains institutional change?,” it seems plausible
that in one department students might answer it using a wide range of theories
and methodological approaches, whereas a student from a school such as
Rochester, with its strong reputation for providing a specific type of training,
might answer it using only rational choice, game theory, and formal modeling.
Given these considerations, we elected to not include them in our analysis.

. Some might argue that the departments that do not include some of the

classic works (see table 1) in their reading lists are those that provided syllabi
rather than department-approved reading lists because those departments
might expect students to prepare themselves to be fully conversant with the
literature. To assess this argument, we separated out the syllabi departments
and compared their top-cited readings to those found in departments that had
reading lists. (This was calculated by identifying the readings that appeared
on more than 50% of each sample, which resulted in 19 top-cited readings
for the list departments and 16 for the syllabi departments.) We found nine
readings in common between departments with syllabi and departments
with reading lists. Furthermore, the mean, median, and range of the year
of publication for the top-cited readings in the syllabi versus reading-list
departments are as follows: 1997, 2001, and 1968-2012 versus 1996, 2000, and
1966-2012, respectively. These similarities suggest no real difference between
syllabi and reading-list departments.

. Two lists had no subheadings at all. The large number of unique headings

reflects the fact that departments have complete autonomy to organize their lists
however they wish. This results in some overlap of readings across categories.
For instance, there were 18 of 166 Parliament and 20 of 233 federalism readings
that also appeared in the institutions list (i.e., 73 readings).

. The author count was calculated based on the total number of authors cited on

our list. For example, if an article had three authors, all were entered, and the
gender percentage was calculated using all three authors.

. Some departments offer a QFE in a topic that is outside of traditional subfields,

such as “gender and politics” and “local government.” In our sample, four
departments had a gender and politics QFE, none had a race and politics QFE,
one had an Indigenous politics QFE, and one had a local government QFE. In
those departments, it is possible that literature on those topics may not appear
in the traditional subfield reading lists because they are covered in the gender

There is no single topic or reading shared by all political scientists who take comprehensive

examinations in the field of Canadian politics.

Perhaps this fact is unproblematic. Departments frequently
hire candidates knowing that their home department specializes
in a particular research area; therefore, the lack of overlap across
reading lists in fact may be beneficial. We are normatively agnostic
on this point. Our purpose was to investigate whether QFEs repre-
sented a core or canon in Canadian politics, and our results suggest
that they do not. We leave it to individual departments to consider
the implications of our findings for graduate training and hiring. m

NOTES

1. Some see the QFE as an opportunity to “weed out” weak students who show
little academic promise (Schafer and Giblin 2008, 277).

2. We recognize that QFEs are far from the only (or most important) training
that graduate students receive. Exposure to and training in methodological

https://doi.o%al 0.9097/335898¥@92%01100 Published online by Cambridge University Press

and politics list, for instance. If so, we might expect the Canadian politics lists
to have fewer women authors in those departments that also offer a QFE
in gender and politics. To test this argument, we compared the percentage
of female authors in all 16 reading lists versus the 12 departments that do not
have and the four departments that do have a separate gender and politics QFE.
The means for these three samples are 23.58%, 22.71%, and 28.35%, respectively.
These results suggest that departments that offer a QFE in gender and politics
are more sensitive to the inclusion of women authors in their Canadian politics
lists. We found a similar trend when we compared women and politics readings
across the samples. To do so, we created a dataset of readings with titles that
included “gender,” “women,” “woman,” “female,” “feminist,” “feminism,” or
“child.” We found that departments with a separate women and politics QFE
tended to have more women and politics readings, on average, in their Canadian
politics lists than those departments that did not have a women and politics
QFE (i.e., a 4.69-point difference between the means).

. For this analysis, we looked for the French equivalents in order to incorporate

the lists from Quebec universities.

. We realize that an analysis of headings has limited value given that each

department organizes and constructs their own headings andlists. As mentioned
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previously, for instance, we found that several Parliament and federalism
readings also appeared in the institutions list (see note 5). Nevertheless, we
think the headings—in combination with the other data in this article—provide
a useful and convincing picture of a weakly cohesive subfield.

10. Multi-authored pieces were counted as one item; however, the piece was included
in the weighted frequency for each author.

11. The minimum number of lists on which an author in the top 10 appears is 13.
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