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The Questicnahe Value Of The Master's Degree

In Sociology For The Ph.D.-Pursuing Student

Background _
|

The meaning of the master's degree in sociology has always been vague.
This can be attributed in large part to the general ambiguity that has
plagued almost all master's'degree programs in the U.S., regardless of
discipline, ever since their inception in Americah higher education.
Aé early as 1902, the Association of American Universities debated whether
the master's degree should be regarded primarily as a terminal degree or as
a steppingstone to the doctorate. In 1910, Calvin Thomas of Columbia
University described the degree to a meeting‘qfuphe AAU as'"slightly a
cultural degree, partly a rese-rch degree, but qyegzyhere a tea;hing degree .
mainly for secondary schodlé" (Berelson, 1960:185). An AAUPwComhittee, in
1932, came to the conclusion that the "widespread dissatisfaction" concern-
ing the master's degree "is justified," and this conclusion was fully égreed
to in a 1945 AAU report on the issue. In 1934, a committee of the American'
Council on Education worked unsuccessfully to clear up the éoﬁfusion that -
existed at that time regarding the conflicting academic and professional
uses of the degree. In that same year a U.S. Office of Education Report
noted that the meaning of the degree "doubtliess never wf11 be answered
finally." (Berelson, 1960:185)
R F‘Very 1i££iéluff>anytﬁih§ Hgé fakégngiéc;‘{ﬁ”hore recent years to
alter this situation. Bere]son_(1960) points out that today a "confusion
of incensistency" continues to exist regarding thé meaning of the master's
degree in the Unifed States. He quotes an anonymous Harvard graduéte dean

as declaring that the master's degree is, at present,". . . a bit like a
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street-walker--all things to all men (and at different prices)" (1960:185).

This ambiguity concerning the meaning qf the master}s degree can be
attributed to .vur factors. First, there is the lack of uniform standards
and requirements for the degree in American higher education. Berelson
(1960:186) quotes Howard Mumford Jones as havihg said that the master's
degree in the United States "began as.a social dietinction, became a post-
graduate degree, . . . and is todéy a1ternate1y a consolation prize, an in-
surance policy, or a sop.to public educat1on‘;— | ‘

In addition to the traditional MA and MS, the degree also appears in
some 100 other forms, such as MEd, MFA, MPA, MSW, MBA, MLS, etc., and the
fulfillment of very widely differing requirements, As Berelson (1960)
points out, the degfee is awarded for work rangfng from the completion of
one year of course work beyond the bache]or's degree, With no comprehensive
exam1nat1on, no thesis or equivalent "essay," and no fore1gn 1anguage,_"“
;g;oug;‘the full two-year professional programs, as in the case of the
MBA or MSW, to the rare three year program, as with the MFA degree, which
is universa]]y recognized as a very sfrong degree. Such a proliferation
of the forms and requ1rements of the master's degree is clearly indicative
of the high degree of amb1gu1ty that has come to characterize the degree
in the United States.
decline in jts:prest1ge, part1cu1ar1y in academic circles, that has been
“brought about by the- increasing diversity of standards and requirements
for the degree; This decline in the prestige of the degree has been
accelerated by the awarding of increasihg‘numbers-of mas+er's-degrees each.
. year in the face pf avheightened emphasis on the significahce of the doc-
torate (Grigg, 1965:56-57). In 1960 alone, 121 varieties of MA's and

. : . A |
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272 varieties of MS's were awarded in,thé U. S. (Snell, 19§5:8§). It
is generally agreed in academic circles that the dégrgg means’1ess today
than it did in the past, and in most academic disciplines it is no ionger
regarded seriously as an index of professionai achievement {(Jones, 159:201).
A third factor accounting the ambiguityvof the degree is that it is
often linked to professional practice rather than to academic scholarship,
Berelson (1960) notes that in the 1957-1958 academic year only 29% of
the master's degrees-awarded were in the arts éﬁd sciences. This is
10% 1é§s than ten years earlier. Much of this appears to be due to
the pressure exerted on teachers by requirements théf make tﬁe master's
degree necessary for merit raises and promotion. This has tended to
concentrate a very large number of master's degrees in the area of
professional education. Berelson (1960) points ouf.that‘fn 1940 only
about one-third of 211 master's degrees conferred were in education
but that 20 years later, at the time of hﬁbf{E;Eion, nearly one-half
were.
Finallv, a fourth important factor contributing to the ambiguity
of the degree is the fact that it has become the weakest in the most
highly rated and prestigioué institutions. In the early years of this
century,~the master's degree was somewhat stronger in departments that
did not award the doctorate. -Today_it is decidedly weaker in universities
that.concentrate on doctoral 1evé1 work. Berelson (1560) found in &
survey of graduate departments that the twelve most highly rated
universities award cnly about 15% of the total number of master's
degrees in a given academic year. The attitude of many of the more

prestigious universities seems' to be summed up in this recommendation
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of a "Committee on the Educational Future of Columbia University,"

as quoted by Berel son (1960:188): |
"The emphasis in graduate work...should beﬂon the
training of Ph.D. candidates. Some departments,
indeed, may wish to receive only students who state
their intentions to proceed to the Ph.D., although
some may intend to take the Master of Arts degree
as an incident (sic) in the process..."

~When a student enters a doctoral progfam, he embarks on a period

of preparat1on the comp1et1on date of wh1ch is re1at1ve1y uncertain.

By electing to take the master 3 degree a1ong the way, “he ‘usually
1engthens significant1y the time required to complete the program.yet , as
Prior (1965) has noted, after the doctorate is acquired, the graduate
tends to Took back upon the master's degree as simply one of the many
pre-doctoral hurdles that he has successfully surmeunted. Snell (1965)
~ reports that 53% of the students who comp1eted their doctoral programs
under the initial Title IV NDEA three year fellowships elected to move
directly to the doctorate rather than. tak1ng the master's degree.
Of those who chose ‘to take the M.A. degree, half reported that they
considered the master's program a waste of time; the other half said
that only the thesis work in the program was a useful-anq;worthwhi1e
experience. Ironically, as noted by Laskin (1968), the student who
decldee to bypass the master's degree enroute to the doctorate quite
bfteﬁ gains considerably in prestige in the eyes of both fellow
students and faculty.
In the fte1dvof socio1egy, recent research has demonstrated that

-

once he has acquired the d0ctorate,‘the professiOna1'socio1ogist

6




-5-

does not benefit significantly in any way by having taken the master's
degree enroute.  Clemente and Webb (1973) have shown that possession
of the master's degree by sociologists who also possess the doctorate
is not significantly re]ated in any way to caree; professional pro-
ductivity. They found that there was no significant difference between
the overall scholarly productivity of sociologists possessing both
the doctorate and the master's degree and that of socio]ogfsts pos-
sessing the doctorate only.
“The Survey

These findings and observations raise serious questions as to
the meaning, value, and utility of the master's degree in sociology
and its role in the educatibh’of the professioha] sotio]ogisf. In
order-to explore this matter further, a questionnaire asking for
inférmation about the place of the-master's degree in their doctoral
programs. was sent to each.of the 98 departments. of socio]ogy listed

as offering such programs in the 1972-1973 A.S.A. Guide to Graduate

Departments of Sociology. Eighty-six (88%) of the gquestionnaires were

completed and réiurnéd, and all questionnaires were used in compiling

and analyzing the data reported in this paper. The returned question-
naires were sorted into two groups correSponding‘tO'twq categories used
by Roose and Andersen (1970) in their recent rating of graduate depart-
ments of sociology. ' The questionnaire responses from the eighteen de-
partments that were among the 21 most highly rated in the Roose and Ander-
sen study] were tabulated and éﬁalyzed’sepafately from those of tﬁém

remaining sixty-eight departments that responded. These data appear,

along with totals for the entire sample, in Tables 1 through 3.
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THE FINDINGS

Eighty-one of the eighty-six departinents responding reported
that they regularly offer master‘s degree programs. However, only
ten regard them as separate terminal degree programs. Among Roose and
Andersen's leading departments, sixteen of the eighteen award the |
master's degree but only one offers it as a terminal degreez.

Sixty—nine of the eighty-one departments offering master's degree
wpgqgrqms require théir students to take the degree as part of their
doctoral programs. Of the most highly rated departments, twelve of
the eighteen, compared to fifty-seven of the sixty—fivé others,bmain- .
tain tais requirement.

Departménts indicating that the master's degree is a required
part of their doctoral pfograms were asked to indicate what the
M.A. degree work was designed to accomplish as an integral phrt of-
their programs; A11 departments reporting seem to be agreed that the
master's degree program serves primarily as a method of evaluating
the student's capacity for successfully completing the doctoral program;‘
and secondarily as an opportunity for the student to acquire fesearch
- experience prior to undertaking the dissertation (Table 1). However,

TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE

a smaller proportion of the leading deparfments, as compared to all
others, regard the M.A. program as providing‘skills and knowledge
essential to undertakingﬂfhé dissertation. An even smaller propdrtion
of these:depértments report the use of the master's degree as a
consﬁ]ation prize.

A1l of the departments surveyed indicated"theif wi]]ihéhess
'to aicept, és candidatas for their'doctora]‘progfams, épp]icants
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who have earned master's degrees 1in sociq]ggy at q;hgr dgpartmgn?s.

However, the leading departments, as compared to all others, show

Tess preference for applicants possessing the M.A. degree from other

deﬁartments (Table 2)." They also indicate.a greater tendency to
TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE '

treat such candidates as though they were beginning graduate students.
At the same time, these departments report a lesser tendency to limit
théir consideration of master's degree applicants to the outstanding
or'exceptionally strbng candidates. .

_When asked to indicate how much of an app]icant‘s M.A. program
_.work was usually acteptéd for credit toward.thé.completion.of their
doctoral programs, a relatively small percentage of all departments

surveyed reported policies of not accepting any of the app]icanfs

master's degree work whatsoever'(Table.B).. waevéf,.the-1eading~—~wf~w- -

departments'Show'a greater tendency to treat all doctoral candidates

-----

initially as first-year graduate students. They also report a higher

TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE

incidence of policies that impose special conditions with respect

to the transfer of credits from other departments. The 1éading
departments more often reﬁorted the practices of : 1) eQaluating
each applicant as a special case; 2) placing strict limits on the
‘number of ﬁourses and other credits that may be frénsferred;

3) réquiring the applicant to take the departmeny's own core program
or equivalency examinations, regardless of any corresponding course

work or examinations that may have been taken e]sewhere3..
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CONCLUSIONS

Tﬁe resuits of this survey indicate that despite the 1ong-'
standing ambiguities in the meaning ahd the role of the master's
degree in American higher education, most Ph.D.-awardihg departments
of sociology in American universities continue to offer the degree
and to define it primarily as a steppingstone to the doctorate. Thds,
unless he is enrolled in one of the few departments that do not
reqhire 6r expect thei; students to take the master's degree as part
of their doctoral programs, the student in pursuit of the dgétorate
in éocio]ogy, despite its time-consuming character’and'questionab]e
utility, is more or 1es§ forced to complete the master's degree
in some way in the process of acquiring the Ph.D. |

Although most sociology departments accept applications fo? their

doctoral programs from persons who have earned master's degrees in

sociology elsewhere, there seems to be a/deéided disadvantage for
the Ph.D.-bound student in taking the M.A. degree iﬁ a department
different from the one in which he intends to work for the doctorate.
This is especially the case with the leading departments. Some of
these departments accept no transfer credit whatsoever, while others
accept only very Timited credits and insist that the student take the
department's own Ph.D. core program regardless of any previous work .
completed. In these cases, the doctoral applicant with the master's
degree is functionally eya]qated‘as though he were*a'béche]or's degree
applicant, and the tendency to downgrade the importance of work completed
elsewhere appears to increase with the prestige of the department.

It appears that most departments, and particularly the leading
cnes reporting in this survey, prefer to husband their doctoral candi-

dates from first year status, through the master's degree , and on through |

1.0..
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the doctorate, if possible. Therefore, although students possessing
M.A. degrees are often accepted for the doctoral programs of such
departments, they find that they must undergo-a complete departmental
eva]ua;ion along with the freshman graduate students regardless of
their prévious graduate work. This usually resu]ts in a duplication
of much of the course work taken for the master's degree e]éewhere.
Thus, the student seeking the dbctorate in sociology today fares
best by entering a_doctoral program as a freshman graduate 'student
“in tﬁe department in which he wishes to work for.a Ph.D. This, of
cdurse, is contrary to the long-standing écademic custom of taking the |
master's degree in a department with a theoretical and/or.methodo1ogica1
tradition different from the one found in the department in which the
student intends to take the doctorate. |

The role of the master's degree in the preparation of the Ph.U.—
level sociologist today is largely that of an evaluation process that .-
has been shown to be time-consuming -and comp1éte1y unrelated to the
future-professional productivity of the candidate. The degree, per se,
seems to be of little value to the student seeking to become a bro-
fessional Ph.D.-level sociologist. This is so because, as the results
of this survey make clear, the master's degree in Ph.D.-granting depart-
ments of sociology today, for whatever its meaning and role have been
in the past, serves principally ag a measure of the student's potential
for successfully completing a doctoral proéram and becoming, thereby,
a member of the professional community. It is primarily a mechahism
that functions to socialize promising students into the profession and

to cool out those who are inept or unmotivated. It is only in a remote
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sense that it certifies competence at a given Tevel ofttraining.

As such, it is a rite de;passage that most departmerts may be 1oathe

to give up.

However, it would seem that doctoral students could prefitably
be offered alternative measures to the master's degree that would
be of ;jreater value and relevance to their future professional
1ife. One poésibi]ity wéu]d be tq offer them the preparation and

-completion of a piece of sociological research of publishable quality
in lieu of the formal requirements for the master's degree. Such an
alternative would preserve the evé]uation function that the degree
appears to fulfill in present doctoral programs while its dissertation-
preparation functions wou]d beuserved by bqth the directed research
for the "master's Tlevel" project and the formal course work of the

. doctorg] program. If this produced desirable results, the master's
degree requirement could simply be_eliminated for doctoral students.
In this way, the preparation of the professional Ph.D.-level socio- \
Togist would be strengthened by focusing his training primarily upon
his future professional needs. At the same time, he would be spared
the time-consuming and professionaliy useless necessity of fulfilling
the largely ceremon1a] forma1 requirements for the master's degree

At this point, it seems appropriate to add that the changes that .

LY
N/V IV D et e b,

have taken place in the profession and in the economy over the past
ten years or so have made thenissue of the utility and meaningfulness

of the master's degree in socfo]ogy a timely and relevant concern

for the non-Ph.D.-pursuing graduate student as well. In the not too |
distant past, the M.A. degree in soc1o1ogy had d1st1nct emp]oyment value :
in teaching and research_where permanent emp]oyment was not‘cond1t1ona1

upon the earning of the doctoréte.. While this is still true to some
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 extent today, the bi'rgeoning of new Ph.D. programs in soc1o]ogy
dur1ng the 1960 s and early 1970's, coup]ed w1th much more s1ow1y
“expanding job opportun1t1es, has resu]ted in a very h1gh]y competi-
tive\emb]oyment market. In this situation, the job applicant with -
only a master's degree, finds himse]f.in an extremely

completely untenéb]e, positién.

Beqause sociology lacks fhe well-defined and well-developed
applied practice fields that characterize~somé~reiated»discip]ines,
such as psychology, very 1ittle attention has been paid in the _
profession to the issue of preparing master's degree graduates to be
emp1oyab1elas sub-doctoral professionals in specific applied fields.
Given the marginal emp]oyability of most current M.A. graduafes in
sociology, it would seem to be profitable both to the profession and
to the community to encourage the development of tefmina] professional
master's dégree programs in applied areas sﬁch,as correctibns, human
services, research methods and techniques, human resources_development,
and industrial sociology, to name a few. Programs such as these could
prepare students for immediate emp]oyment and could also allow for
- the few."select" or "promising” students whqmwjght'emefge-in them to
~continue on to the doctorate; either immediately of.in fhe future.
~ The development of such programs would seem to be most appropriate for
non-Ph.D.-granting departments. However, the development of sucﬁv
terminal degree programs in departments offering doctoral programs
is equally feasible. This could be carried out concurrently with the
offering of alternatives to and eventual elimination of the formal M.A.
~degree requ1rements for the doctorate as d1scussed earlier.

| 'As well as generating new programs ‘for the master's degree and

lending future orientation to the doctoral program, these proposed

13
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b changes should produce two important additional benefits. First,
the meéning of the master's degree in sociology would be made much
c1earer and less equivocalvas a terminal prgfessiona] degree signi-
fying competence in a specific field of applied socio]qu. Second,
while the establishment of such degree programs could in no way
1nit1ate jobs or guarantee. employment upon graduation, iﬁ would defia-
ite]y enhance thg marketability of M.A. level graduates by certifying
their-compéténce tdﬁperfdrm a speciffed’levelwof professioda]\work in
a given area. |

The place of the master's degree in current programs of higher

education in sociology is fundamgpta]ly one of miéa]fgnment with the
"world out there," so to speak, for both fhe PH.D, g(aduaté embarkidg
on a professional career and for the M.A. graduate seeking immediate
employment. By making changes-of-the sort suggested by the resu}ts.of
this study, both types of mfsa]ignment might be ameTiorated.‘ Master's
degree programs can be modified to offer viable alternatives for both

IXNM.A. graduates and-potential emp]dyers. Doctoral brogréms can offer =
alternatives to the formal requirements for the M.A. degree and the;;gy”
speed the day ;hat the doctoral candidate can become a productive member
of a~professional'community. In both cases, the master's degree in the
preparation of the professional sociologist can be made to benefit rather

than to‘hﬁnder the education of the graduate student in sociology.




' FOOTNOTES

1. Eighteen of the departments of’ sociology responding to this survey
were among the twenty-one departments rated "3t hlghly by Roose and
Andersen in terms of qua11ty of graduat facui . . They include the

following with their Roose and Andersen rankings in parentheses:

Berkeley (1) Washington (Seattle) (13)
Chicago (3) Yale (13) |
Michigan (d) ‘ —_— Minnesota (15)
Wisconsin (6) - Stanford (15)
North Carolina (7) ~ Michigan State (]Z)
UCLA (8) : Texas (17)
Cornell (9) - Indiana (19)
- Johns Hopkins (9) Brandeis (20)
~ Princeton (9) . Pehrisylvania (20)

2. The one leading department reporting a"terminal degree program
indicated that it offered concentrations in teaching and in quantitative
methods. The nine other departments offer1ng terminal M A.'s reported
concentrat1ons in social welfare (2), demography (2), urban (1), commun-
ity organization (4), corrections (6), deviance and social control (1),
social change in developing areas (1), as well as in teaching (1), and |

in quantitative methods (5).

3. The coments of the seven leading departments report1ng in the
"Othen" category can be paraphrased as follows:

"Accept the M.A. but require demonstration of proficiency in

T theory and methodo]ogy by examinat1on or courses," "accept BRI T




FOOTNOTES
-{i- .

a maximum of nine courses; "depends in part on evaluation

of student's M.A. program;" "require own core program

“and accept some electives and demonstrated competenc1es(2) H

"one year M.A. course work accepted toward Ph D.;" "credit

for M.A. and student advised to take core. "

The comments of the other fourteen departments reporting in this
category were c1ass1f1ab1e as follows: _

Up to one-half the hor sired for Ph.D. transferab1e ¥
1€ comparable to curriculum and earned minimum of "B
in each (7); no skills transferable; one year residence
required after M.A.; three years work required for Ph.D.

(1); each case is evaluated individually (6).

16




THBLE |
NOLE OF MASTER'S PROSRAN IN DEPARTNENTS REQUIRING
MASTER'S DEGREE AS PART OF DOCTORAL PROGRA

"Please check as many of the following as describe what the Master's program {s designed

~to acconplish as part of your doctoral progran."

Provides skills and  Provides research Provides evaluation  Provides progran

knowledge essential experience essential  of student's ability  for students unable

to dissertation ~ to dissertation to conplete program ' to complete doctorat

 DEPARTHENT [ TR R TS IR SN | 3

% Leading 08 g T 12 100 ; 0

O oW & & 0B B % R :

“m 6 03 2 B 6 TR 0
li ?@iota] N=10
Dot h=g7

- total = 69

 ﬂ




THLE
NUNBER AND PERCENTAGE (OF DEPARTHENTS INTERESTED [

CONSIDERING APPLICANTS NITH*MASTER'S‘DEGREES‘FROM\OTHER DEPARTHENTS

"Wow interested are you in applicants with Master's degrees?”

Much more interested Mo more interested Nill consider only .-

_than in Bachelor's  than in Bachelor's  outstanding or excep- ;
degree applicants ‘degree appl{cants tional 1A, app11cants | d@mher
N R AL 4 LR i X
* Leading 1 6 B.n 4 2 0
“ter -0 % 3 8 03 w2

"M 1 13 % 7 7 2

""f"“‘tdtal =16

bmmentswreported 1nc1uded

. :';"‘Seekaba]ance of. qood A, and Ph.D, students.”

- "Each case 1s. Judged:on its own merits, M.Als: are

" desired: because they-ave:used-as assistant:instructors."
~"Prefer 'trained! undergraduates with socio]ogy maJors -

. ‘t"Must have some 1nd1cat10n of promise."‘ -



TABLE 3
NUMBER AND PERCENTAGE OF DEPARTMENTS ACCEPTING CREDIT
FOR MASTER $ DEGREE WORK DGNE ELSEHHERE

"Please indicate how much of the successful:applitant's Master‘s program work you
'ummmmﬁwmmwwmmmmﬁwwmmﬂmmw”
A course-work and A1 course work ot Omly couese work cor-  No courses or other

otber demonstrated  responding to curri- responding to elec-  credits. Student re-
‘wompetencies corres-  culum but no other.  tives, Etudent must  garded as: begtnmng

-panding-to curriculum  co Jetencte_s_ o take:scormsprogran graduate student Other
T T T T TS T R 1

6 B2 I 6 2

% B 6 B I

2 7 aon w4
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