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The purpose of the qualifying exam is to allow you as a doctoral student to demonstrate a level of knowledge and 
skills that enable your faculty advisory committee to determine whether you are sufficiently prepared to end 
coursework and embark on independent dissertation research.   

The qualifying exam has two parts: written and oral.  
• The written exam is scheduled once every fall and spring semesters. It is administered over one (1) week.  
• The oral portion of the exam is a public defense of your written exam answers, plus your presentation of a 

viable dissertation topic. The oral defense is pre-scheduled for a specific week determined each semester by 
the Associate Director of the IIS PhD Program. 

Planning for the exam begins at the beginning of the semester. The IIS PhD Program Office works with your 
committee to facilitate the process. After reading this entire document, please email the sign-up form to the IIS PhD 
Program Office to confirm your intention to take the exam.  

Beginning of 
semester  

Student confirms intention to take exam with their committee Chair. 
Student then confirms intention to take exam by emailing the Qualifying Exam sign-up 
form to the IIS PhD Program Office. 
The IIS PhD Program Office verifies committee members’ availability to participate, 

collects committee signatures on the final version of students’ degree plan and sends 
degree plan and signed Committee Designation Form to Graduate School for approval 
(if not done earlier; see p. 2). 

Student sends summary of research interests, annotated bibliography, and draft exam 
questions to committee and to IIS PhD Program Office (see p. 2). 

2 weeks prior to 
written exam 

Written exam is constructed by committee  
IIS PhD Program Director and Associate Director finalize the exam for each student (see p. 

2) and IIS PhD Program Office distributes exams to students on the morning of the 1st 
day of exam.  

Written exam Fall:       2nd or 3rd week in October 
Spring: the week before Spring Break 
Exam is a take-home, open book exam that starts at 9:00 AM Central on Friday and ends at 
9:00 AM Central the following Friday. IIS PhD Program Office sends exam questions to 
exam takers via UNT email on the morning of the first day of exam (right before the exam 
starts). 
Student sends answers by the specified deadline to IIS PhD Program Office at CI-
IISPhD@unt.edu.  
IIS PhD Program Office sends answers to committee members for grading. 

2 -3 weeks after the 
submission of written 
exam 

Written exam answers are graded (pass/no pass) by committee (see p. 3).  
Committee members submit grade for each question to each other and IIS PhD Program 

Office.  
IIS PhD Program Office notifies student and committee of results.  

Oral Exam Oral defense is scheduled during the pre-determined dates (see p. 3).  
After written exams are graded but no later than 2 weeks before the proposed oral exam 

defense date, the student sends a viable dissertation pre-proposal to committee, IIS 
PhD Program Associate Director, and IIS PhD Program Coordinator. 

IIS PhD Program Office works with student and committee to schedule oral defense, 
reserve room and equipment, and post announcements.  

mailto:CI-IISPhD@unt.edu
https://infosciencephd.unt.edu/forms-and-documents
mailto:CI-IISPhD@unt.edu
mailto:CI-IISPhD@unt.edu
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As scheduled but 
before the end of the 

semester in which 
written exam is taken 

Oral defense with student, committee, and guests.  

 
 

Program Requirements 
 
Students who pass qualifying exam are admitted to candidacy. Doctoral candidates have finished coursework and 
are pursuing dissertation research, during which they enroll in a minimum of 12 dissertation hours. Candidates must 
have approved degree plans and committee designations on file in the Graduate School.  
 
Degree plan  
 
You must complete your coursework, including fulfilling all requirements and clearing any Incompletes, before you 
qualify. The IIS PhD Program Office checks your degree plan to see that it meets UNT and IIS PhD Program 
requirements. Please be aware that a problem at this point may force a delay of your qualifying exam until the 
following long semester. The IIS PhD Program Office obtains signatures from committee members and submits the 
degree plan to the Graduate School.  
 
Advisory committee  
 
You must have formed your advisory committee before you qualify. The committee must consist of at least four 
faculty members, one of whom serves as chair (or two as co-chairs). Members must represent at least two (2) UNT 
academic units, one of which is UNT LIS Department, and have appropriate graduate faculty status. One member 
can be external to UNT, provided he/she holds a PhD degree and is approved by the UNT Graduate School.  
 
It is your responsibility to form your own committee. These are usually faculty members who are familiar with you 
and your work. When you ask them to serve, be prepared to discuss ideas for you future dissertation topic in order to 
help them see how they can contribute their expertise. Complete a Committee Designation form (Form F in the IIS 
PhD Program Handbook) and submit to IIS PhD Program Office. After the form is signed by all committee 
members IIS PhD Office submits the form to the UNT Graduate School.  
 
After you pass qualifying exam, the advisory committee becomes the dissertation committee. Alternatively, it is 
your right to change the committee structure, in which case you need to complete and submit to the IIS PhD 
Program Office a Change of Committee form (Form G in IIS PhD Program Handbook).  IIS PhD Program Office 
submits it to the UNT Graduate School.  
 

Exam Construction 
 
The written exam contains essay questions in three to four sections depending on your program of study. The 
sections covering the (1) subject core (information science), (2) research methods core, and one of the following -- 
your two areas of emphasis (for students in general program of study) or your concentration (for students in specific 
concentration programs of study, e.g., cybersecurity, health informatics etc.). In each of the first two sections, you 
choose one (1) question to answer out of at least two questions provided.  Students in general program, of study do 
the same for sections 3 and 4. Students in concentration program of study, select to answer two (2) questions from at 
least four (4) questions includes in section 3 (concentration area). Your exam is tailored to your strengths and 
interests by you and your committee in a process coordinated by IIS PhD Program Associate Director.  
 

1. You start the process by emailing the following to your committee Chair and IIS PhD Program Office  
 

(a) Summary of interests: Describe your strongest areas of knowledge and research in each of the 
four sections of the exam. Base your statement on coursework, research projects, and major 
theories.  

(b) Annotated bibliography of key authors and papers that you have been studying since starting the 
program, including the ones that are relevant to your research interests. The summary should be 
succinct and realistic, covering more than your dissertation topic.  
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(c) Draft exam questions: Write at least four original essay questions (not based on previous exams), 
one question for each exam section for students in general program of study (see Appendix: 
Sample Exam) and one question for sections 1 and 2, plus two questions for section 3 
(concentration) for students in concentration program of study. These questions will not only help 
your committee create the exam, but will also help you study. The committee may or may not 
include a version of your draft questions on the exam.  

 
2. Your Chair will disseminate the above materials to the other committee members and work with them to 

write and/or edit questions, and then email the questions to IIS PhD Program Office. Their questions may 
cover all or some sections of the exam, depending on their areas of expertise.  

 
3. IIS PhD Program Associate Director assembles and edits the exam, adding questions if necessary to 

provide a balanced set of choices.  
 

Exam Administration 
Written exam logistics 
 
The written exam is a take-home exam administered over one (1) week that covers the following:  
 

• Subject Core (Information Science)  
• Research Methods Core 
• Areas of emphasis 1 & 2 (for students in general program of study) OR Concentration core (for students in 

concentration program of study) 
 

Your two (2) areas of emphasis or one (1) concentration area are on your degree plan. Areas of emphasis are 
drawn from three possible areas: Information Theory & Design, Information & Behavior, and Information 
Policy & Management.  

 
For each section of the exam, you are given several questions from which you choose one (1) to answer for Subject 
Core and Research Methods Core sections, and either one (1) for each of the two Areas of Emphasis, or two (2) for 
Concentration core. Some questions may be individualized for your interests based on input by you and your 
committee. You write a total of four (4) answers for the entire exam.  
 
This is an open book exam: you may use any published resource materials or find materials online during the exam 
period. You may NOT contact anyone in any way at any time to request help in answering the questions. (See 
Appendix: Sample Exam for instructions.)  
 
Written exam evaluation 
 
Your written exam answers are evaluated by your committee. The evaluation criteria are:   
 

 Demonstrated grasp of the literature, including the ability to point to specific sources and to link people or 
groups with ideas  

 Demonstrated ability to place ideas in proper historical sequence 
 Ability to synthesize and draw out concepts from the literature  
 Ability to develop a point of view with respect to the issues discussed, and to defend it by reference to 

relevant literature  
 Ability to organize material presented  

 
The committee's evaluation is on a pass/fail basis:  
 

• If the committee passes all four answers, you may proceed with scheduling the oral defense.   

• If the committee fails one or more answers, you must retake the appropriate section(s) before scheduling 
the oral defense. The retake exam will have different questions. If the committee fails all or part of the 
retake exam, it determines whether to proceed with the oral defense or take other action, including possible 
dismissal from the program for lack of satisfactory progress.  
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IIS PhD Program Office notifies you of the results on the written exam.  
 
Please note that the period between finishing the written exam and appearing at the oral defense is a good time to 
review your viable dissertation topic with your committee chair and polish your presentation.  
 
Oral defense logistics 
 
The oral defense is the second part of the qualifying exam. After passing the written exam, but no later than 2 
weeks before the proposed date of oral defense, email a viable dissertation pre-proposal (or preliminary 
dissertation proposal or prospectus) to your committee and IIS PhD Program Office. The Program Office will 
work with you and the committee to set the specific defense date and time during the designated oral exam week, 
then will reserve the room and post announcements. (All doctoral defenses are open to the public.)  
 
During the defense, you will answer any questions from your committee about your written exam answers and then 
present your viable dissertation pre-proposal in the form of a PowerPoint show. The pre-proposal describes your 
research question(s), literature review (key sources only), and research method(s).  
 
The committee's discussion of your dissertation topic is a critical part of qualifying exam because it assures the 
committee that you can produce a viable research idea to carry forward into independent research. This may be the 
first opportunity for all members of the committee together to learn about your topic and provide feedback. (Note 
that this is not the same as your formal dissertation proposal defense, which comes later.) 
 
Overall exam evaluation  
 
Passing the written exam does not ensure passing the overall qualifying exam. The oral part of the exam is as 
rigorous as the written part, with the same criteria being applied. At the conclusion of the oral defense, the 
committee renders a pass/fail decision:  
 

• If the committee passes all parts of the overall exam, you have qualified.  

• If the committee fails all or part of the overall exam, it determines further action, including possible 
dismissal from the IIS PhD Program for lack of satisfactory progress.  

 
 

Dissertation Credit Hours 
 
After you attain candidacy status by passing qualifying examination, you must maintain continuous enrollment in 
at least 3 hours of INFO 6950 (Doctoral Dissertation) each fall and spring semester until you successfully 
defend your dissertation. Out of all dissertation hours taken, a maximum of 12 hours count toward the degree. Any 
additional courses you take after qualifying exam cannot count toward the degree.  
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APPENDIX: SAMPLE EXAM 
 

 
Basic Rules 

 
Resources  
 
This exam is open book, meaning that you may consult your own materials and/or access materials online.  
 
Communication  
 
You may not communicate with anyone about the exam questions or how to find information to answer them by cell 
phone, text messaging, email, or any other means. This may be construed as cheating. 
 
You may ask IIS PhD Program Associate Director about procedures.  
 
After completing the exam, you may give general advice to other students about how to conduct research for the 
exam. However, you may not discuss, disseminate, or in any way compromise the precise number or content of 
exam questions to anyone.  
 
Time management 
 
Good time management is key to completing all four questions. Avoid spending a majority of your time on one or 
two questions as this potentially takes away from the quality of the remaining ones. A good approach is to spend no 
more than 1.5 days per question, leaving the remaining day for proof-reading and corrections. 
 

Writing and Citing 
 
Answer only the question that is asked. Some questions cover similar topics, and some answers to these questions 
will necessarily be supported by the same literature. If you cannot compose discrete answers to questions on a 
similar topic, however, choose a question on another topic instead.  
 
Read each question carefully. If you originally drafted the question, it may have been edited by your committee.  
 
Address all parts of each question. Organize your points clearly under appropriate subheadings.  
 
Cite your sources and do your own work. Plagiarism and cheating will not be tolerated in any part of the qualifying 
exam. Your answers may be submitted to Turnitin (http://turnitin.com/) for analysis. UNT Student Standards of 
Academic Integrity (http://policy.unt.edu/policydesc/student-standards-academic-integrity-18-1-16) will be 
enforced.  
 
Do not re-use your own papers/reports from previous courses. The qualifying exam must consist of original work 
that demonstrates your ability to synthesize the knowledge you have gained during your doctoral experience. 
 
Support your answers with citations from the appropriate scholarly literature. You are also encouraged to express 
your original insights on topics and issues, but be sure to clarify what is your own opinion (first person "I" is 
acceptable). 
 
Cite sources completely and accurately, using the latest edition (currently, 6th) of APA style. Make sure each source 
appears at least once in in-text citations and only once in the reference list. Failure to provide sufficient 
documentation of sources may be construed as plagiarism.  
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Exam Answers 
 
Answer Format 
 
Create a separate Word file for the answer to each question by saving the question file with a new name. The file 
naming style is your last name and the question number (e.g., Lastname_Q1.doc).  
 
Format each file with 1-inch margins. Set type Times New Roman 12 point. At top right of page 1, type your name, 
the date, and the question number. Beginning on page 2, create a one-line header with your last name, question 
number, and page number (e.g., Lastname / Q1 / p. 2).  
 
State each question, single spaced, at the beginning of the document. Double-space each answer. Start the reference 
list on a separate page. Reference list citations may be single spaced with a double space between citations. Use 
APA style.  
 
There is no length limit, but strive for at least 10 to 20 pages, double-spaced, including reference list and any 
illustrations. Allow ample time for copy editing and checking references.  
 
Answer Submission 
 
When you complete each answer, email it to IIS PhD Program Office’s official email address (CI-IISPhD@unt.edu). 
IIS PhD Program Office will collect all your answers and email them together to your committee for grading.  
 
 

Exam Evaluation 
 
The committee will apply the following criteria in assessing your written answers: 
  

• Completeness of each essay; extent to which it actually addresses the question as posed. 
• Evidence of ability to analyze and synthesize conceptual knowledge in an original scholarly essay.   
• Evidence of ability to apply appropriate concepts, methodologies, theories, models, and/or research 

findings as grounded in the literature. 
• Organization and coherence of the essay. 
• Citations of original publications. 
• Completeness and accuracy of citations in the body of the essay and in the reference list.  
• Conciseness and clarity of written expression. 
• Absence of any evidence of plagiarism, cheating, or re-using previous coursework. 

 
The written exam comprises half of the overall qualifying exam; the other half is the oral defense, where your 
committee asks questions about your written exam and evaluates your dissertation topic. At this stage your 
committee will determine whether you pass qualifying, are ready to end coursework and pursue independent 
research.  

mailto:CI-IISPhD@unt.edu
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Sample Exam Questions 
 

 
The sample questions below were drawn from previous students' exams. The exam will contain questions in three or 
four sections depending on your program of study. The sections include the subject core, research methods core, 
and either your two areas of emphasis or your single concentration. You will have a choice of questions in each 
section, and will be required to answer one question per section (except for the concentration core section in 
which students in concentration program of study will be required to answer two questions). Your questions will 
likely differ from those of other students, depending on your committee's decisions in directing the exam toward 
your individual coursework and research interests. Note that some questions are broad in nature and may seem to fit 
in more than one area. 
 
 
Subject Core: Information Science 
 
Discuss the origins of information science and the impact of technology on its direction and evolution as a 
discipline. Describe theoretical foundations that were pertinent in each phase of advancement. Consider the 
discipline's strong historical emphasis on technology with regard to its positioning as a social science.  
 
 
Research Methods Core 
 
Suppose you have a research question that requires the analysis of language use in a particular communication 
medium or mode, such as published texts, videos, or spoken language. Describe the type of medium or mode you 
would study. Name at least one research method that would be appropriate for collecting and analyzing the data. 
Explain how you would use this method. For example, if the method is content analysis, how would you sample and 
identify linguistic units of analysis, code units for meaning or use, and analyze the results? For the method you 
choose, how would you control for reliability and validity? 
 
 
Area of Emphasis: Information Theory & Design 
 
What technical issues arise in the use of technology for data aggregation on a massive scale such as that proposed by 
DARPA under the Total/Terrorist Information Awareness (TIA) program? How are the technical issues complicated 
or exacerbated by social, ethical, legal, and/or political issues? How does information science fit into this picture? 
 
 
Area of Emphasis: Information & Behavior 
 
Discuss the role of codes in human problem-solving behaviors. Discuss two types of human behavior that involve 
significant amounts of coding activity. Describe two areas of information use behavior research that would be 
relevant for studying codes. What new technologies, if any, promise to enhance the use of codes to help people solve 
problems?  
 
 
Area of Emphasis: Information Policy & Management 
 
Communication and information management technologies have shifted concepts of an individual’s information 
privacy and raised new issues regarding protection of individual privacy. Explain what this statement means. What 
can information science research contribute to addressing these shifting concepts and new issues? 
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