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I. Understanding the HDA Master’s Exam  
 

 A. The HDA MA Master’s Exam is composed of an oral and written components: 
 

 The one hour Oral Exam consists of two 30-minute periods in which your 
Major and Minor Examiners ask questions they have prepared primarily 
consisting of identification and an in-depth explanation of a series of images 
in a PowerPoint format. 
 

 At the end of the hour your Examiners determine if you have passed, passed 
with distinction, or failed. If you have failed one or both of your oral exams, 
arrangements will be made for you to re-take the failed portion. If you have 
passed, you receive the written portion of your Exam (Exam Question). 
 



2 

 

 The written component: your response to the Exam Question fulfills the 
written portion of the examination. Your written component is due exactly 
two weeks after your oral exam date. 

 
 B. Expected Outcomes: 
  

 To provide students an opportunity to concentrate on a sustained 
professional-quality exam and paper concerning a topic relating to and 
growing out of HDA MA graduate studies. 
 

 To demonstrate the student’s expertise in the history of decorative arts with a 
rigorous oral exam and a graduate level written response to a question posed 
by the faculty. 

 

 To apply theoretical, historical and connoisseurship practices to a final exam 
and paper.   

              

 To demonstrate comprehensive knowledge of the important objects and 
literature relating to two distinct areas of concentration (medium, century, 
and country) selected by the student. 
 

 To provide experience in managing a dual-phase project. 
 

 To assemble a bibliography of best resources on your topic and use the 
bibliography to serve as a study guide. 

 

 To synthesize bibliographic material, demonstrate independent thinking and 
the ability to analyze and explain issues. 

 
 
C. Goals 
 

 To formulate and carry out a viable study plan. 
 

 To articulate information in a clear manner. 
 

 To identify principal issues, ideas, and current authorities pertaining to your 
topic. 
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D. Requirements: 
 

 Make an appointment with the Director of the HDA MA program to develop 
your overall exam plan, determine your topics, and schedule your exam date. 
 

 Selection of the Major and Minor areas of concentration, a medium, century, 
country of origin. The Major and Minor areas should share at least one 
criteria.  

o Examples: 
• 18th C American Furniture and 18th C French Furniture 
• 19th C English Ceramics and 19th C English Silver 
• 20th C German Textiles and 19th C British Textiles 

 

 Write a clear, professional-caliber paper (30 page maximum of text) in 
response to the Exam Question. The paper must include a fully detailed 
bibliography, endnotes, and credited illustrations. 
 

 Based on a student’s preference, Examiners are selected from the faculty. On 
a rare occasion one Examiner may be an expert outside of the HDA MA 
faculty. 
 

  
II. The Examiners 
 
A. Selection 
               

 Based on a student’s consultation with the Director, Examiners are invited to 
create and deliver the Master’s Exam. The Director will contact both Examiners 
to gain agreement on subjects and calendar availability. 

  

 Student begins the process of assembling a bibliography of 20 to 25 critical 
sources on each of the two topics as soon as the meeting with the Director has 
taken place. The bibliography should include books, periodicals, and include the 
most current scholarship on the chosen Major and Minor.  
 

 
B. The Student - Examiner Working Relationship 
 

 The student presents a bibliography to each Examiner and after dialog with the 
Examiner gains agreement that the sources cited will best prepare the student for 
the Exam. 
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 Whether you are meeting in person with your Examiners or on the phone, 
always make an appointment.  
 

 It is both a courtesy and smart to confirm your appointment 24 to 48 hours in 
advance. The e-mail message should include the day, date, time and location of 
the appointment. Include your contact information. 

 

 E-mail the bibliography to your Examiners when you confirm the meeting. It will 
give your Examiners time to consider your bibliography and better prepare a 
response. 
 

 When you submit your bibliography, include a cover letter. If the Examiner has 
read the material before and recommended changes, the cover letter should 
identify each change recommended. 
 

 Do not hesitate to ask for clarification if you do not understand your Examiner’s 
recommendations. 

 
 

III. Timeline 
  
A. The Exam Calendar 
 

 Make an appointment to meet with the Director to discuss taking exams after 
you have completed 36 credit hours. 
 

 During the semester before you will complete 48 credit hours, meet with the 
Director to select your topics, Examiners, and a potential date for your Exam. Be 
prepared to allow enough time to study adequately.  
 

 If you are working, be prepared to take off the two weeks allotted for you to 
complete the written portion of your Exam.  

  

 Your final approved bibliography is due to the Director and both of your 
Examiners at least eight weeks before your exam date. 
 

 Study sources from your bibliography (allow eight-twelve weeks of concentrated 
independent study) to prepare for your Exam. 
 

 It is highly recommended that the student meet at least once or twice with the 
Examiner during the study period. 
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 The written response to Exam question is due to the Director at 5:00 p.m. two 
weeks to the day after the Exam. The letter accompanying your Exam Question 
will provide the specific date. 

  
 
B. Constructing a Work Timeline 
  

 Make a list of any commitments (with dates) that may interrupt the Exam 
preparation and written process. This includes school and job obligations, 
conferences, vacations, family events, etc. You will need to allow extra time to 
compensate. 
 

 Plan the study timeline in segments. For instance, each decade or quarter of a 
century would make up a segment.  
 

 In setting up the timeline, assign specific dates to complete each task. Due dates 
keep study on track. 
 

 Be honest with yourself about how long it takes you to complete a given 
segment. Always allow more time than you think is needed. Make due dates two 
or three days before a drop-dead date. 
 

 Once you have your Exam Question allow time for review and organization of 
bibliographic material, writing, mechanical editing, selecting images, scanning 
images, and printing. Do not expect to finish your writing on the due date and 
complete all of these other tasks in less than 2 days. 
 

 Periodically expect to tweak your study timeline.  
 
 

 
IV. Format  

NOTE: These requirements apply to the response to the Exam Question or 
written portion of the Master’s Exam. 

 
A. Primary Requirements 

 

 The Chicago Manual of Style is the required reference. 
  

 Margins: Top, right, and bottom margins must be one inch; the left margin 
(binding side) must be ONE AND ONE-HALF INCHES. If necessary, charts, 
graphs, and illustrations may be placed horizontally or photo reduced in order to 
conform to the margin requirements as long as they remain clear and legible. 
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 Spacing: The text must be double spaced. Quotations of eight lines or more are 
indented and single-spaced. Endnotes and bibliographic entries should be single 
spaced with double spacing between each entry. 
 

 Choice of Footnotes or Endnotes: Either footnotes or endnotes are allowed.  
Arabic numbers should be used.  If you opt for endnotes, a continuing sequence 
of reference notes must be placed at the end of the paper between the text and 
the bibliography.  
 

 Formats for Numbering Illustrations: Illustrations should be numbered in one 
continuous sequence (1-30, etc.).  Refer to the Chicago Manual for the proper use 
of fig. versus Figure. 

  

 Pagination 
o Do not number the TITLE PAGE 

 
o Number the TEXT, (END NOTES, BIBLIOGRAPHY, APPENDICES, and 

ILLUSTRATIONS) consecutively with Arabic numerals. Place the number 
in the upper right hand corner of the page beginning with “1”. The page 
number should be made distinct from the text but no closer than one-half 
inch to the edge of the paper. 
 

 Typeface: Use Times New Roman in 12 point type. Keep the typeface uniform 
throughout the text, although you may use a different one for tables, graphs, 
appendices, pagination, and the table of contents. We recommend that you do 
not mix fonts within the text. Do not use headers or footers. 

 

 Title Page: The title page should contain the following information: 
 

Full Title (Use Upper or Upper and Lower Case) 
Your Full Name 

Submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree 
Master’s of Arts in the History of Decorative Arts 

The Smithsonian Associates and George Mason University 
20XX (year degree awarded) 

 
B. Other Requirements: 
  

 Length: text should be 30 pages maximum. (Endnotes, Bibliography, and 
Illustrations are not counted in the page count.)  
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 Illustrations, figures, and graphs: There is an option to turn in one copy with 
color images and the other with black and white or both may have black and 
white images. 
 

 Quotations: You must observe the legal rule of Fair Use in quoting materials 
copyrighted by others. Since this rule is not precisely defined, it is advisable to 
request the copyright owner's permission for any quotation or quotations 
totaling 150 words or more. Some publishers set the number of words at 250; 
university presses have agreed to a reciprocal use of not more than 300 words 
without permission. If you are unsure, check with the publisher or consult any of 
these reference works: The Chicago Manual of Style; Donald F. Johnston, Copyright 
Handbook, 2nd ed.; Ben H. Weil and Barbara Friedman Polansky, eds., Modern 
Copyright Fundamentals. 
 

 Foreign Languages: For use of quotations follow The Chicago Manual of Style. 
Translation should be included in a note.  

  


