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Introduction  

This study guide is provided to help you prepare for the master of education 
comprehensive oral examination. The questions listed are not to be 

considered as comprehensive, but representative of the kinds of questions on 
the examination. Consistent with our model Teacher as Developer of Human 
Potential, you should consider your responses to questions in light of the 

program's threefold goals: to enhance self and social awareness (the heart); 
to promote reflection and decision making (the head); and to facilitate 

learning (the hands).  

The examination will usually take 45 minutes to one hour. At the conclusion 
of your examination, you will be asked to leave the room so that committee 
members can discuss your performance. Each committee member will cast a 

vote for one of the following: Pass; Conditional Pass (action deferred and 
graduation may be delayed pending completion of additional work); or Fail 

(one or more classes will be recommended and the examination will be 
retaken.) It is highly recommended that you arrange a meeting with your 
committee chair to discuss your preparation for your oral examination. You 

may also want to meet with your advisor and the other committee members 
beforehand.  

The Purpose of the Oral Examination  

The oral examination committee will ask you which concepts, research 
findings, skills, and dispositions you think are important for teaching and 

learning. A key component of the oral examination is a discussion of the 
ways in which you foresee applying what you have learned in your own 
classroom. Ideally, the oral examination will be a lively conversation among 

faculty members and examinee regarding what works and what doesn't work 
in schools.  

Introductory Questions  

Realizing you are somewhat nervous coming into this setting, the committee 
will begin with introductory questions to get to know you and help you relax. 
Generally, these questions focus upon your academic background, personal 

history as a teacher, current teaching situation, and upon the students with 
whom you work. All committee members will have a list of the courses you 

took while in the graduate program. Usually, some questions will be asked 
about each class. The committee is particularly interested in hearing how 
your practice has changed as a result of our program. What has been useful 

for you in your practice, what have you incorporated in your classroom, and 
what challenges do you face in making changes to your practice?  



Foundations  
Prepare to discuss your philosophy of education and how your philosophy has 

evolved over time. Be able to describe how your philosophy meshes with 
some major and emerging educational philosophers and theorists. Be able to 

speak about the ways that politics and legal issues affect the educational 
environment at the local, state, and federal levels. Be prepared to defend 
your practices as they relate to ethical issues. We do not expect a memorized 

list of names and dates or particulars of law cases. It is much to your 
advantage to incorporate in your discussion the names of various theorists in 

education that support your philosophy and your practice, as opposed to the 
committee members trying to determine which theorists match your ideas.  

Educational Psychology  

As you discuss the nature of the children with whom you work, the 
committee will want to know about specific psychological and developmental 
issues related to those children. Talk about the physical, moral, and cognitive 

developmental of the children with whom you work. What writers and 
researchers have guided how you view the developmental progress of your 

students? The committee may possibly ask questions about child 
development as it relates to classroom management, multiple intelligences, 
and learning styles. Other questions will likely focus upon diversity, 

incorporating different perspectives into the curriculum, and other aspects of 
teaching related to living in an increasingly diverse world.  

Curriculum  

Be able to talk about behaviorism, constructivism, and other theories of 
learning as they relate to curriculum. You should be able to define 
constructivism and ways constructivism affects how you teach. Incorporate 

the names of various theorists and their influence on your thinking to assist 
the committee's understanding of your knowledge base. Be able to talk about 

how you have created your classroom, curriculum, how you modified it since 
you began your career in teaching, and what changes you have made since 
being involved in the graduate program.  

Are interdisciplinary and thematic units worthwhile or achievable? Have you 
been involved outside your classroom in textbook adoptions, curriculum 
committees, or discussions of curriculum design? To what extent, if any, 

should a curriculum change be based upon the demographics of the 
students? In what ways should technology be incorporated into the 

curriculum? What are some of the strengths and weaknesses of current and 
emerging technologies?  

Research  
Questions about the research process in education always provide a major 

focus of the oral examination. Generally, questions about research are of two 
types. The first focuses on the proposal you did for your research class. What 

is your research question? Be able to discuss your literature review, research 
design, validity and reliability, instrumentation, population and sample, 



independent and dependent variables, results, and implications for practice. 
Why did you choose the particular methods for investigating the problem? 

What types of tests might be appropriate (t-tests, anova, ancova, etc.) for 
your study? How is this different for a qualitative design? What is 

"significance?" What is AP value? What types of limitations are there to your 
study? What variables could be threats to external validity? Be able to talk 
about your study holistically, how the data would be analyzed, and what you 

would project the results to be. What would those results mean to you in 
terms of your classroom and your practice?  

The second type of research question would emphasize how you might 

investigate a particular problem in education. For instance, if you were 
interested in creating more opportunities for cooperative learning at your 

school, the question might be, how would you put together a study that 
would provide evidence that cooperative learning is worth adopting? Given 
that question, how would you design a study from the ground up? What 

could you design that would make it a valid study, either quantitative or 
qualitative? This is not a design that you have already created, but 

something that would allow you to apply your knowledge of how to design a 
study.  

Other Course Work  
Committee members will look over your list of courses and ask you 

application questions about particular courses. What content and strategies 
have been useful? How has your practice changed as a result of these 

courses? Be able to discuss the particular content of the courses in terms of 
their importance to your practice. What have you learned that you have 
applied in your own practice and how have you applied them? How has what 

you learned affected how you teach?  

Be able to discuss aspects of your course work that you found to be 
particularly beneficial to you in your teaching, some ideas/theories/research 

that lack credulity in real classroom settings, and those 
ideas/theorists/research that you found to be of little utility.  

Be aware of some of the theories and theorists in those particular content 

areas and be able to speak to the latest developments in those particular 
content areas. It is preferable if you can incorporate the names of the 
theorists into your discussions. Be able to discuss the underlying theories as 

well as the professional organizations and journals of professional 
organizations that make a difference in that field.  

Closing Questions  

Generally, the committee will be looking for what you have taken from the 
program, not necessarily that you can parrot particular facts. Often, the 

examinee will be given the opportunity to raise a topic for which he/she has 
prepared, but has not had the opportunity to discuss.  



General Topics for Review  
At a minimum, every comprehensive oral examinee must be able to discuss 

accurately:  
•  the teacher as developer of human potential,  

•  major educational philosophical perspectives,  
•  a personal philosophy of education, 
•  major learning theorists,  

•  developmental characteristics of children with whom one works,  
•  types of instructional design and curriculum,  

•  working with parents,  
•  reflection an decision making,  
•  assessment of instruction,  

•  designing a research study,  
•  subject area standards,  

•  teacher effectiveness,  
•  diversity,  
•  exceptionalities,  

•  technologies, and  
•  learning styles.  

As part of your preparation, it may be useful to review the last several 

editions of key professional journals to insure that you will be up-to-date 
regarding current trends and emerging problems. Be prepared to discuss key 

issues in your area(s) of certification. Sometimes, examinees also find it 
useful to review recent editions of journals such as The Kappan, Educational 
Leadership, or The Educational Forum.  

Eleven (11) Hints to Your Orals  

When you don't understand a question, ask for it to be restated.  

1. Review and contemplate the most important aspects of each class you 
have taken. Be able to offer evidence in support of learning that you 

have found to be useful, as well as theories, research, or dispositions 
that you found to be of limited utility.  

2. Be able to discuss a solid research proposal in great detail.  
3. Before the orals, take a 10-minute walk (be sure to return!).  
4. If you need time to think of your answer, ask for it.  

5. If a question refers to a course you haven't had, tell the questioner.  
6. Relate what you have learned to what you are doing in your 

classroom.  
7. Think about how you and your teaching have evolved over time.  
8. Be able to defend how and what you teach.  

9. Call or meet with your committee chair and/or advisor.  
10.Your orals committee wants you to do well.  

 


