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Introduction
While reading the arguments that follow, you will no doubt notice a theme

emerge. Instead, it is not the Qualifying Exams that I am arguing against,
it is the exams in conjunction with the conditions visited onto the modern
graduate student.

In the sections that follow, I lay out a series of arguments which I believe
make clear why the current system of Qualifying Exams must be changed!

You will also find, in the addendum, a series of counter arguments against
common arguments in support of the current system of Qualifying Exams;
as well as, suggestions for alterations to the exams. Having said that, if no
other changes are made, there is only one which I believe the institution has
a moral and ethical OBLIGATION to make:

any graduate student who fails the exams should be offered
the opportunity to complete a Master’s thesis the following
academic year with their GTA contract intact for the corre-
sponding time frame.



2

Merit
What is the Purpose/Goal of the Exams?
I will begin by asking the most fundamental question I can think to ask

about the Qualifying Exams, “what is the purpose/goal of the exams?” I ask
this because I have seen, heard, and read a myriad of responses and am will-
ing to bet the farm that if this question were posed to the committee, there
would be disagreement on this singular point. I pose this as a challenge to
the committee, convene a meeting and discuss this question. If I am right,
and there is disagreement as to what the answer is, then we have just proven
the continued use of the exams are done out of a sense of tradition and not
for some shared goal of research. That is to say, the exams are without merit!

If the reason for this conclusion is unclear, let us begin with the premises
that:

• “the purpose/goal presupposes the construction of each exam;”

• “the content and structure of an exam is informed, if not determined,
by the purpose/goal of an exam;”

• “the usefulness of an exam is derived by its’ ability to act as a nor-
malized measure of a students learning outcomes.”

Now, by assuming that there are disagreements within the committee on
the purpose and goal of the qualifying exams, it can be assumed qualifying
exams made by two different professors will result in a lack of normalization
in results of the exams from year to year. This robs the exams of their
usefulness, making them an exercise in futility.

What new information do the Qualifying Exams tell you about
students?
Up until the moment students take the qualifying exam, the primary mode

by which a student’s performance is measured is by examination and at no
point are the research skills of students thoroughly evaluated. So I ask, in the
11th hour, just before students commit themselves and their adviser’s time
to research, what sense does it make to use the same mode of evaluation to
test students on subject material they were tested on in classes that they had
to pass? What new information does this provide you about the student?
Would it not make more sense to test our preliminary research skills to help
guide the mentoring process?
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Ethics
Wichita State’s Mission and Vision.
According to Chapter 1 Section 2 of “WSU Policies and Procedures ,” under

the heading “Mission and Vision Statements for Wichita State University :”

Mission
The mission of Wichita State University is to be an essential
educational, cultural, and economic driver for Kansas and
the greater public good.

Vision
Wichita State University’s vision is to be one of America’s
most innovative research universities, known for providing
impactful student experiences and driving prosperity for the
people and communities we serve.

We will use these to inform our institutional system of ethics.
In particular, let us focus in on “the greater public good,” and “prosperity

for the people and communities we serve.” Instead diving deep into questions
of “what is ’good,’ ’prosperity,’ ’people,’ and ’community;” instead, let us
for now, just assume these words to be as they are in the vernacular. Let us
also take a minute to recognize the roll higher education now plays in society
as the primary vehicle which allows individuals to climb the socioeconomic
ladder. With that, the argument here is simple:

“given the injudicious rise in the cost of an education in the
United States, the use of single point failures1 to argue for
the dismissal or removal of a student in a program is to at-
tack the socioeconomic well-being of that student’s future.
Therefore they serve neither the prosperity of the individual
being served by the university, nor the greater public good.
Hence, the use of single point failures for such purposes is
institutionally unethical per the mission and vision of the
university!”

Inequity.
I do not believe I need to explain or describe the inequities that exists

within the university system, or more broadly the educational system. I do
believe there is one group with which attention is deserved to here, those
whom can be described as possessing an atypical neurology or psychology.
The reason for this is, because for as long as the cost of university continues
to climb, these individuals will continue to suffer mentally at the determent

1An event which defines failure to occur at a single source as opposed to distributed
over several. In the case of education, an example of a “single point failure” might be
the use of an exam to establish merit/credit as opposed distributed work like a project or
series of assignments.
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of traditional academic performance. For example, you have students with
$130,000 in student loan debt. That means for them, a BS in Mathematics
is not enough to ensure a life not spent in destitution. This knowledge then
caries with it certain anxieties. So imagine, being such a student and told,
“you have two opportunities to pass both of these exams. If you fail to do
so, your GTA contract and tenure as a graduate student in this department
will be terminated.” If that turn of phrase, and the thought of that amount
of debt didn’t just cripple you... Well you are a stronger person than I am.

Now, for the professors who just scoffed at that number and said, “no
one has $130,000 in student-loan debt.” Let me assure you, you are wrong!
I have that much debt. The sister of one of Dr. Searle’s former students,
has that much debt. I have both a close friend and a personal acquaintance
with $200,000 in student-loan debt. Student-loan debt is a very real crisis
for Millennials and Gen-Z. A crisis that sadly has a habit of negatively
impacting academic performance(e.g. test anxiety), especially those with
atypical neurologies and psychologies. Hence just ONE case of inequity that
exists, and continues to grows, via the continued use of qualifying exams.
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Morality
Kant, the “Modern” Higher Education System, and Western
Civilization.
In his book “Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals” Kant, the father

of the enlightenment, argues

“so act that you treat humanity, whether in your own person
or in the person of any other, always at the same time as an
end, never merely as a means.”

One could argue, “this is great in theory but in practice it is problematic.”
We need look no further than the Trolley Problem to see where this might
fail in practice. In short, Kant is challenged in any case where the needs
of the many are pitted against the needs of the individual. However, this
is a slippery-slope argument and fails to consider the roll of principles in
decision making. Without them, without principles, there will always exist
a counter example to any moral discussion. This, I argue, is the case with
the qualifying exam.

As educators, is it not our duty to provide every student willing to put
in the work an opportunity to learn? If that is, in fact, the case then
principally(once a student enters academia and commits them self to the
act of becoming a scholar in the field of their choosing) we should be against
the idea of any system of single-point failures which actively prevents that
act of learning, ergo qualifying exams.

Moreover, given the roll of education as the primary vehicle with which
one climbs the socioeconomic ladder, can we not agree that such a system
of single-point failures turns the student into a means? That is, if we(the
institutions of higher learning) are to educate, but are willing to deny an
individual access to that education, then given the price tag associated with
an education, have turned the student into a means of profit. Hence, the
educated individual is no longer the ends, but instead the justification for
a profit and only a profit. Thus, it must be that, to deny a student an
education simply because they failed to meet a hurdle at our arbitrarily set
pace is immoral.

Of course there is always the argument, “well, you can get a library card.”
Yes, this is true. But, again, an education(and the corresponding certifi-
cates) is the primary vehicle we have for climbing the socioeconomic ladder.
Therefore, to deny an individual access to an education, is to deny them
their pursuit of happiness and liberty as they see fit. This is perhaps one of
the most illiberal ideals to have persisted within academia since the end of
WWII.

Now in response to the argument, “nothing says you can’t transfer to
another university.” That simply ignores the difficulty of getting into uni-
versity, especially at a graduate level. But, let us entertain it for a moment.
What of the student’s letter of recommendation? Would you write one for
a student in the event of them failing their qualifying exams and trying
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to go else where? If not, would you admit a student into the program if
they didn’t have letters of recommendations from members of their current
department?

“But we haven’t denied the student anything, they simply failed to live
up to our pre-stated and agreed upon expectations.” It is not “agreed upon”
when everyone(these are most popular in the US and Canada, leave the con-
tinent and they start becoming scarce) sets this same arbitrary standard...
That is compulsory. To agree to a thing implies the existence a choice. But
in the case of attending graduate educations in many programs, this fails to
be a choice.
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Conclusion
While talent is distributed evenly, it is clear opportunities are not. That

is why the use of hurdles, like the qualifying exams, must be questioned and
challenged. In the case of the qualifying exams, in conjunction with the
conditions modern academia visits onto the heads of its students, we find
the exams to be:

• meritless,
• unethical, and
• immoral.

Because of this, I argue the exams MUST BE restructured and redesigned,
if not completely abolished! And I implore the committee to consider re-
structuring the qualifying exams. �
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Addendum
Alternate Qualifying Exam Formats.

• The abolition of the qualifying exams:
– I was actually against this(there is something alluring about

the idea of proving ones metal) until I started writing out these
arguments and reading the literature on exams and qualifying
exams.

• Apply any combination of the following modifications to the current
system:

– The two exams be separated by a week or more
– If a student passes one of the exams but fails the other, they

only have to retake the exam they failed
• A new exam format:

– The exams are given on two separate days
– Each day the student has 6 hours to do 1 or 2 problems
– The student can bring whatever resources they’d like, other

than online resources
– The problem(s) would be particularly difficult. Our goal would

be to demonstrate thought process and ability to use resources
• Project oriented:

– Mock funding proposal for thought/idea formed in the student’s
first year

∗ Student should propose a research topic
∗ Provide supporting material using material from core courses
∗ Provide supporting material using material from ”exter-

nal” sources

Counter Arguments to Common Arguments in Favor of the Qual-
ifying Exams.

• The qualifying exams are a part of the tradition of academia post
1900

– Appeals to tradition are logical fallacies
– Tradition is not an argument for why something should be kept,

it is an explanation for why something has been maintained
– The qualifying exams are most common in the US and Canada,

so they can hardly be consider part of the academic tradition
• The qualifying exams are implemented as a part of most mathemat-

ics programs
– Appeals to popularity are logical fallacies
– The qualifying exams are most prevalent within the US and

Canada, so they are hardly ubiquitous in that way
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• The qualifying exams are a method for ensuring that professors are
doing an adequate job teaching/delivering upper level materials

– So, presumably that would mean a student’s failure is a reflec-
tion of their instructor. And, as such, any action resulting from
the exams should be visited onto the head of the professor, not
onto the student(short of maybe having the student retake the
class- which is a fair ask/expectation)

• ”How is this any different from something like the Bar?”
– The Bar determines if an individual should be allowed to prac-

tice Law, it doesn’t prevent one from receiving their education.
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