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CSULB M.A. PROGRAM IN SPANISH

TIPS FOR SUCCESSFUL M.A. EXAM PREPARATION

A. How to Study

1. You should obtain the M.A. list upon entering the program and keep an electronic and paper copy filed and clearly labeled. This is the list on which you will be examined, so it is important to make sure you have a record of it as the lists sometimes change as professors update them.

2. Upon entering the M.A. program you also should look at the lists for all three areas and make decisions with regard to which classes will best help you prepare to meet your exam and educational goals. Class syllabi are generally available just before classes start, or you can register for classes and go to them to find out more about what will be read and what periods will be covered. Classes teach you about a period, a topic, and a specific text. It is important to get all of this information to be well prepared. 

3. Have a master copy of the reading list that you use to check books and periods off. This way you will know what you have studied. It is important to be organized with regard to which texts and periods you have covered in classes and on your own, so be sure to keep records of this. 

4. Form a study group with others who are on the same schedule as you. This will help you study a little bit each semester and take advantage of the summers to study more. 

5. For each area of specialization on which you will be examined, keep a three-ring binder divided by time period and then, within that, author or topic (or, in the case of linguistics, concepts).

B. Exam Structure 

1. Exams are given three times a year. The dates approximately are: the week of November 15, week of April 15, and the last week in August. They usually are given on a Wednesday from 9am-4pm.
2. You will have a choice among questions. Be sure to read the exam well to know how many questions you are expected to answer in each area so as not to answer too few or too many. This means you should choose the questions that you are best able to answer. 

3. Questions will be organized by time period and also by related texts. 

a. Examples include questions about the novel under Franco; Golden Age or colonial poetry; the picaresque novel; realism and the realist novel; Spanish as a world language; the evolution of the novel in Latin America in the XXth century, etc. 
b. By grouping texts and concepts as you study, you will best get the reading list under control. Group the texts according to genre; then according to generation; then according to texts produced in a specific period (baroque vs. renaissance; realist vs. naturalist; Franco vs. post-Franco). 

c. Since the list is long, it is unlikely that you will be able to provide an outstanding synthesis of every single’s texts importance and to analyze every single text. Yet you should be able to address most texts, authors, and concepts to best prepare for each sub-field.

4. You should prepare to answer questions of this sort by grouping texts into time periods, related authors/texts; genres; generations, etc. 

5. For linguistics, you should be able to answer and address the questions and topics that appear in the study guide that is available on the Spanish M.A. website along with the reading and culture reading lists and sample questions for each area (Peninsular + Latin America). 

6. For literature and culture (Peninsular and Latin American), you need to be able to address the formal and socio-historical aspects related to each text on the reading list. 

a. You should be able to discuss texts and their contexts. Example: Cervantes must be understood in his socio-historical context as well as in his literary context (that is, with regard to his relationship to the literary traditions within which he was writing). It is only within this context can we understand Cervantes (or other authors) as an innovator. 
b. You should be prepared to write a textual analysis of a short text (a poem or a fragment from a prose text) and to explain the importance of that text in its socio-historical and literary contexts.
c. You should include at least a few examples of the critical literature pertinent to the text, the period or the movement.
C. How to Answer and Prepare for Questions

1. Previous questions are available from the graduate advisor. You should procure this list and go through it as preparation for the exam. While the questions are unlikely to be repeated exactly, they do give you a sense of how the exam is structured and of the focus of questions.
2. Questions are often a reflection of the professors’ approach to literature, which should be familiar to you because you will have taken courses with the professors. If you have not taken a course with a professor charged with writing questions for your area, then you should procure syllabi and notes from other students to best understand that professor’s approach to teaching and to literature. 
3. Be sure to stay on topic when answering questions. This means that even if you have studied a previous question from a previous exam on, say, Lazarillo de Tormes, you need to answer the question on your exam, not the one from the previous exam. 
4. During the semester of your exams, it is important to speak with individual professors to state your intent to take the exams. This way you have the opportunity to get one-on-one advice.
5. The most important thing of all is to inform the graduate advisor of your intent to take exams. This must be done during the first three weeks of the semester. A call for examinees will be sent to all students, at which point students need to inform advisor of intent to take exams and areas of examination. 
6. As with other exams, disabled students need to contact the advisor to request appropriate arrangements depending on disability and special needs. 
D. What to Expect the Day of the Exam
1. Where and when exams are given:

a. The graduate advisor will tell you where to meet him or her the day of the exam. You will receive this information approximately two weeks before the exam via email.

b. Exam times vary, but first exam usually begins at 9am or 9:30am and goes for 3 hours. One hour break follows. Second exam then follows the break.  

c. Exams usually are given in a conference room near faculty offices or in faculty offices if such space is available.  

2. What to bring:

a. Lined loose leaf blank notebook pages. No blue books, no spiral notebooks, no unlined paper. The exams have to be scanned.
b. Writing implement. Pen or pencil acceptable as long as you write hard enough with a pencil for responses to be totally legible when photocopied.

c. Water or another drink for the exam session. You may bring lunch but you will also have the chance to go out for one hour to get lunch and rest.

d. You may bring a dictionary with you to the exam. This includes a bilingual dictionary or a Spanish dictionary or both. These are the only external resources allowed. 

E. How to Take the Exam
a. Take the first few minutes to read the entire exam and organize your time. 
b. When planning your time, give yourself 10 minutes of proofreading time for every essay.
c. Every single question should be answered specifically without providing extraneous information. 
d. Be sure to get to the point and be sure to argue something in every single answer. 
e. Remember: the M.A. exam is simply a long exam, which means that every answer must contain a coherent essay in which analysis and argumentation are clear.
f. If you get stuck or feel panicked about a section, just move to the next section. This will likely help you calm down. Do not forget to return to the previous section and complete the questions though. 
g. All answers must be in Spanish except in the case of linguistics, which may be answered in either English or Spanish. 
F. How Exams Are Graded

1. Professors receive a copy of your exam within 24 hours of your completing it. Grades are usually reported to students within 14 days of the exam date. Report of grades is done by email or, if the student is taking classes that semester, in person.

2. Possible grades:

a. High pass: This is a pass with distinction. It means that you answered the questions thoroughly and extremely well. It is the equivalent of a high A. 

b. Pass: This is the equivalent of a high B or a low A. This means you answered the questions sufficiently but the writing may not have been strong or all concepts may not have been covered.

c. Low pass: This is the lowest passing grade possible. Answers were not strong and sometimes may even be somewhat illogical. Yet basic information was stated in a way that allowed graders to understand that you had the concept covered sufficiently so as to pass. This is the equivalent to a low B or a C.

d. Fail: The equivalent to a D or an F. Students receiving this grade often answer in lists, not paragraphs or essays (in the case of literature/culture sections); answer incorrectly; fail to answer a question completely; disregard the question asked and answer a different question that does not appear on the exam; and generally do not exhibit sufficient knowledge of the topic. 

3. Possible outcomes:

a. Pass: You pass (with a low pass, pass, or high pass) both areas and are free to be cleared to get your M.A. if all other requirements have been met. 

b. Pass + fail: You pass one area (for instance, linguistics) and fail another (e.g., Latin America). In this case you must repeat the Latin American section only the next time the exam is given. No special exam dates will be provided. Someone who fails an area in the spring will be eligible to re-take that area in the summer (August).

c. Fail + fail: Obviously not a desirable outcome. You will need to re-take both areas the next time the exam is given. No special exam dates will be provided. Someone who fails in the spring will be eligible to re-take that area in the summer (August).

d. Partial fail: you might partially fail one area, such as siglo XX in Peninsular literature. In this case, you will only retake the area indicated to you by the advisor. 

4. FAQ’s


a. When can I take exams? You must finish your coursework before being able to take exams. The exceptions to this are language requirement classes, which may be taken simultaneous to examination period. If you have questions about your planned graduation date, please contact the graduate advisor. 

b. Do most people pass? Yes.

c. Do people fail a section? Yes. This happens with some regularity but is not extremely common. 

d. Do people partially fail a section? Yes. This happens when students do not take appropriate coursework (e.g., they do not take colonial literature for Latin America) and do not prepare for an area.

e. Can I appeal my grade on the exam? If you feel that the grade is not warranted, please make an appointment with the graduate advisor to discuss your opinion on the matter. In advance of the meeting, the advisor will express your desire to appeal with the corresponding faculty, discuss the rationale for your grade with them, be prepared to discuss the exam with you. 

f. Why do people fail?

i. They answer in lists, not paragraphs for literature/culture exams. 

ii. They do not answer the question.

iii. They answer a question we did not ask.

iv. They do not make an argument and instead provide lots of background information that is not requested: “Lope de Vega escribió en el siglo XVII. Fue un dramaturgo. Escribió durante el periodo conocido como el barroco. Escribió casi 3,000 obras pero sólo tenemos unas 500 hoy en día. Se le estudia en la clase del siglo de oro. Otra persona parecida es Calderón de la Barca. El fue dramaturgo también.” Obviously, this answer is not an answer at all. Just a list of comments that identify the people. Please remember to stick to the question and make an argument.

v. Time management: Students sometimes put in a lot of extraneous information that does not relate to the question or the answer. This sometimes means that they run out of time and cannot answer the last question. In sum, sometimes students budget their time poorly and do not get to the last question. 

vi. In the case of linguistics, they do not cite the relevant research or provide arguments for a position. 

We hope this document helps you prepare well for exam success.

Questions?

Contact the graduate advisor.
