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Java Magazine

Sun Certified 
Enterprise Architect

For experienced Java developers who like to 
take responsibilities and solve architectu-
ral problems, the Sun Certified Enterprise 

Architect (SCEA) exam is the final stop on Sun’s 
certification line. This exam is considered to be the 
most difficult; only 4% of the certified Java pro-
fessionals have passed this test. “For those people 
who do not fit into a square hole but who want 
to demonstrate their all-round capacities, this is 
an interesting certificate,” says Java trainer Dr. Luc 
Duponcheel. “And the Java architects typically have 
better salaries than software developers; of course, 
they also carry larger responsibities,” he adds.

To become SCEA certified, a Java developer has to 
pass three exams. First there is a multiple-choice 
theory exam. After passing the theory exam, the 
candidate is required to complete a practical assig-
nment. The final step is an essay exam, in which 
the candidate accounts for the choices made in the 
assignment, just as in the developer exam. “Well, 
the good news is that 57% is a passing score for 
the multiple-choice exam,” Duponcheel adds. “The 
bad news?” (smiles) “ I’ve rarely seen a candidate 
achieve over 75%.”

The multiple-choice exam covers all architectural 
aspects of Java EE 5, such as technological aspects 
(Servlet, JSP, JAX-WS, JPA, EJB, JCA), non-functi-
onal aspects (development and run-time related 
issues) and their connections with dimensioning 
and infrastructure (load balancing, failover, high 
availability). “And most of their interactions; some 
candidates hardly realize how many technologies 
there are in Java EE 5. The Java Server Faces API, 
the Webservice Dispatch and Provider API, as well 
as the Java Connector API are official part of the 
Java EE 5 specification,” Duponcheel explains.

In addition to the complexity of Java EE 5, the 
Belgian Java trainer points at the importance of 
English proficiency. “Quite a few questions descri-
be a specific architecture, which in turn determines 
your choices. If English is not your native language, 
simply reading the questions already takes up a lot 
of time. And reading diagonally doesn’t help, for 
details matter. So you need to manage your time 
very carefully,” says Duponcheel.

To prevent you from losing too much time on a sin-
gle, difficult question, Duponcheel advises to skip 
it. “If you’re in doubt about a question, move on, 
answer the other questions, and return to the ques-
tion you skipped at the end. That’s a better strategy 
than wasting your precious time on a question you 
might not understand fully to begin with.”

Getting started
According to exam requirements, writing the assig-
nment takes about two weeks. Duponcheel confirms 
that this is a fair estimate of the time involved in 
writing a complete and functional architecture. 
“The toughest is to get going; to have an idea of 
what the exact deliverables are and especially the 
number of choices you can and must make.” To 
prevent candidates from getting entangled in their 
own thoughts the Java trainer has a good tip: “ keep 
it as simple as possible and avoid going into details 
too much. That’s where people often err. So make 
it simple but not simplistic.”

To prepare for the SCEA exam, it helps to do Sun’s 
certification bootcamp, asserts Duponcheel. The 
first two days are dedicated to preparing for the the-
ory exam, followed by the actual exam. The heart 
of the bootcamp is preparing the assignment. “The 
candidates spend most of their time working on 

In a series of six articles, Java Magazine dives deeper into the world of Java 
certifi cation. This article focuses on the hardest Java exam in Sun’s certifi ca-
tion program: Sun Certifi ed Enterprise Architect.

The toughest challenge
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is associate editor 
of Java Magazine.
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Books 
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good help 
passing 

this 
exam.

tect, such as security, infrastructure, UML, and JEE 
APIs.”
Bosloper: “The exam is a nice mix of software archi-
tecture, detailed design skills, and knowledge of 
JEE solutions. In general I think Sun should update 
the exams faster, and that legacy code such as EJB 
2 deployment descriptors can be removed from the 
exams earlier. The advantage of SCEA is that you 
can choose your own Java technology; I simply 
chose JEE 5.”
Van den Oord: “I thought the theoretical part a bit 
EJB focused. I would have preferred it to be broader 
than that.”

Any parts you missed?
Heijmans: “There are many aspects that you cannot 
easily test, for instance, the interactive character of 
the architecture role. That’s an area the assignment 
does not address.”
Van Rijn: “The exam focuses mostly on JEE 5 alt-
hough the Java landscape is of course much broa-

der, because of all the frameworks; currently the 
exam is not fully representative in the way it treats 
application development.”
Ivor Bosloper: “I missed a part on how to document 
the architecture; making a good design document. 
This is where Sun could really elevate the craft of 
being a Java Software Architect.”
Van den Oord: “I would like the exam be a bit broa-
der and more conceptual. This includes persistency 
ibatis/hibernate/EJBs, and so on. Plus a bit more on 
front-end architecture; this is, after all, an important 
element in each application.”

What is the value of this certification according to 
you?
Heijmans: “I consider it proof of my professional 
expertise. The value for clients varies. Some clients 
consider it very valuable; others not at all.”
Van Rijn: “Passing the SCEA is a good way to acqui-
re knowledge and experience regarding software 
architecture.”
Bosloper: “For those not familiar with the con-
tents, the name of the exam sounds good, it seems 
difficult to achieve and it is a the top of the Sun 
certification pyramid. It certainly looks good on a 
resume.”
Van den Oord: “The primary value is in the know-
ledge you acquire. Many things you do without 
much thought you will reconsider during the assig-
nment. Plus I think that it adds to the resume of a 
young Java professional, demonstrating you have 
the high-level overview needed to design solutions 
for complex systems.”

Marcel Heijmans is Sun 
Certified Architect and 
works as a Java EE software 
since 1988. He is partner in 
JForay co-founder of 
Sticktail Games.

Ronald van Rijn is Software 
Architect with IProfs. He has 
eight years’ of Java experi-
ence.

Ivor Bosloper works as a soft-
ware architect with Kalooga 
and has worked with Java 
since 2002.

Leon van den Oord has an 
architect job with ING in the 
area of credit risk manage-
ment systems and primarily 
works on the architecture of 
the front end.

De position of the SCEA-exam in Sun’s certification path.
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The assessor’s perspective
Humphrey Sheil has been closely involved in the SCEA exam as an assessor. Java Magazine asked Humphrey to elabo-
rate on the dos and don’ts of the exam, starting with the question who is the target audience for this certification.
Humphrey Sheil: “We see the audience of the exam consisting of two major groups. Group one is composed of individu-
als who want to move into an architect role, are already strong developers and want to work towards a certification that 
formalizes what they need to know as a JEE architect. Group two consists of individuals who are already practicing archi-
tects and want to formalize their experience with a certification. There are many other individuals who take the SCEA 
exam as well, but by and large the groups described here are the people who are motivated to take the exam because 
they see it helping their career path.”

Can you describe the assignment in a few lines. What do the candidates have to deliver?
Humphrey Sheil: “Candidates have to propose a real-world solution using the JEE platform to a real-world problem. The problem isn’t designed to catch people 
out with weird edge cases or unsolvable problems, it’s just a straightforward problem selected from a bank of similar problems to test how well the candidate 
knows JEE, how well they can use JEE to propose a robust solution to a business scenario, and communicate their intent to the examiner. I try and correct 
assignments as if I were a developer working for the candidate, and trying to understand what needs to be built from the candidate’s assignment.”

What can typically go wrong in the assignment?
Humphrey Sheil: “Focusing on technology at the expense of the business problem itself. Over-generalization; that is, trying to build a super reverse-auction 
framework instead of the one that your client needs. Poor or incomplete documentation. Not reading the exam; the pdf download is very explicit about what 
candidates need to submit, yet over one-fifth of the candidates simply appears not to read it.”

 Would you have any tips & tricks?
Humphrey Sheil: “Continually refer back to the assignment, make sure you fully understand it. Do not over-generalize at the expense of relevant detail for the 
business problem at hand. Document and draw your design clearly! Imagine that you are explaining your solution to a developer using only the text and images 
that you have created. Do not fragment diagrams unnecessarily. If you do, ensure that context and relationships between components located on different frag-
ments is not lost.

 What’s your role in the process?
Humphrey Sheil: “I’ve been involved with the exam since 1999—I took the first exam as a beta tester and was subsequently invited by Sun to become an 
external examiner. In 2007, I participated in a circa ten-person workshop in Broomfield CO to write the corpus of questions for Part I of the SCEA JEE 5 exam. 
Around the same time, I co-authored the assignments that constitute part two and three of the exam. My primary role is to focus on parts two and three of the 
assignment, grading submissions based on an internal scoring framework across all of the components—class diagram, component diagram, deployment 
diagram, sequence diagrams, risks analysis and mitigation, and the essay responses.
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