What is a good oral exam like in this course?

The oral exams are designed as conversations rather than tests of recall. They are opportunities to think out loud, to explore ideas that are still forming, and to work collaboratively through difficult questions. There are many ways to do this well. You may have an image that fast, certain, fluent talking is the ideal; but you can demonstrate thinking through careful listening, thoughtful pauses, and genuine engagement.

When listening and responding, I will be attending to the following four dimensions of intellectual work.

1. Orientation toward Inquiry
This category has to do with how you approach questions, not how quickly or confidently you answer them.
I am listening for:
• curiosity rather than defensiveness
• comfort with uncertainty or difficulty
• willingness to pause, think, or ask clarifying questions
• openness to revising your thinking as the conversation unfolds

2. Thinking from Ideas and Principles
This category concerns how you use concepts from the course.
I am listening for:
• the ability to reason from ideas (such as affect, structure, training, attachment, form) rather than simply recalling them
• movement between abstract ideas and specific examples
• testing what a concept helps us see—and where it might fall short

3. Commitment with Flexibility
This category captures a balance that is central to intellectual work.
I am listening for:
• willingness to take a position or pursue a line of thought
• readiness to reconsider that position when new questions or complications arise
• distinction between having a stake and being certain

4. Conversation and Responsiveness
Because this is an oral exam, this category attends to how you think with another person.
I am listening for:
• responsiveness to follow-up questions or reframing
• ability to build on earlier parts of the conversation
• engagement with the exchange as collaborative inquiry rather than performance



How to Use These Categories to Prepare
As you prepare, you might:
• practice explaining ideas out loud rather than memorizing answers
• think about questions your work raises rather than just what it concludes
• notice where you feel uncertain or intrigued, and treat those moments as productive
You are not expected to “master” everything. You are expected to engage seriously and thoughtfully with the problems that our materials make visible.

The strongest oral exams are not the smoothest ones. They are the ones where thinking happens visibly.

What I will ask
I will ask you at least one question about your paper. I won’t ask this exact question but it should help you with the kind of thinking I’m inviting:

What would you want to rethink in your paper if it were a longer assignment or you had twice as much time?

These sample questions would ask about material not covered in your paper:

How does one concept from the course help you see something new in a text we’ve read or watched?

Is there a moment where a theory felt inadequate or strained? Why might that matter?

Does affect work differently in one medium than another?

Can you think of a tension between two texts that don’t seem to share values, but might be asking related questions?

I may show a film clip, play some music, or give you a quotation to work with. The best way to work with this material will be to listen (in your heart) for what feels surprising, strange, thrilling, or unsettling.

Prioritize Human Practice

The single best preparation is to explain ideas out loud to another person, especially someone who can interrupt you, ask follow-up questions, or say “I don’t get that.”
· Talking reveals gaps that silent reading hides.
· Being interrupted simulates the exam.
· Explaining without notes forces prioritization.
· Friends ask unpredictable questions—this is a feature, not a bug.

You might try this exercise:
Pick one idea and explain it for two minutes without stopping. Then let the other person ask you one genuine question. Don’t answer immediately—take a breath and think.
