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Doctoral	Comprehensive	Exam	

● The	Doctoral	Comprehensive	Exam	is	comprised	of	two	parts:	(1)	a	qualifying	paper	
(QP)	and	(2)	a	dissertation	proposal.	

● The	QP	is	to	be	a	paper	of	publishable	quality	on	a	systematic	question	or	on	an	
author(s).		It	must	meet	the	usual	standards	for	academic	publications	with	respect	
to	both	the	form	and	the	content.		See	the	supplemental	document	“Ph.D.	Qualifying	
Paper.”	

● The	dissertation	proposal	is	to	state	the	topic	of	the	dissertation,	how	the	student	
intends	to	study	the	topic	of	the	dissertation,	and	why	the	topic	needs	study.		It	
should	include	a	thorough	outline	of	the	dissertation	and	plan	for	completion,	as	
well	as	bibliography.		See	the	supplemental	document	“Dissertation	Proposal	
Guidelines.”	

● For	each	part	of	the	exam,	a	student	will	be	given	the	mark	of	Passed	with	
distinction,	Passed,	or	Failed.		In	the	synthesis	for	the	registrar,	a	student	shall	
receive	Passed	with	distinction	on	the	Doctoral	Comprehensive	Exam	if	and	only	if	
the	student	receives	Passed	with	Distinction	on	both	parts.		A	student	shall	Fail	the	
exam	if	the	student	fails	any	part	of	the	exam.		Otherwise,	the	student	shall	Pass	the	
exam.	

● Students	must	complete	all	other	requirements	for	the	degree,	except	defense	of	the	
dissertation	itself,	before	defending	the	dissertation	proposal.		A	student	attains	the	
status	of	a	doctoral	candidate	by	passing	the	Doctoral	Comprehensive	Exam.		

● Students	must	contact	the	Graduate	Program	Assistant	for	the	relevant	paperwork	
one	month	prior	to	the	defense	of	each	portion	of	the	exam.	

● This	requirement	should	be	completed	by	the	end	of	the	fourth	year.		Students	often	
defend	the	QP	in	the	Fall	semester	and	the	Dissertation	Proposal	in	the	Spring	
semester.	

	
		





textual criticism, and so on). Nevertheless, a Qualifying Paper should have the
following qualities, and will be evaluated accordingly:

1. Form
1.1. The prose is clear and precise. The flow, pacing, and wording are very good.
1.2. The essay’s structure is easily discernible: the paper stays focused on the objective

stated in the introduction; the way in which the middle sections develop and
support the paper’s thesis is manifest; the progression of ideas is plain (i.e., the
thinking moves logically from one paragraph to another and throughout the paper);
a clear outcome is reached in the conclusion (even if a negative one—for example:
“It is impossible to establish that…”).

1.3. The bibliographical information and mode of citation of the sources are consistent
and conform to a standard system (e.g., Harvard, Chicago, APA).

1.4. The paper is preceded by a 200-word abstract and keywords.
1.5. The length of the paper is appropriate (to be determined with the Qualifying Paper

Mentor, as it depends on the topic, the approach, etc.). Writing samples in PhD
applications are typically between 15 and 20 double spaced pages long. The
maximum length is set at 7,000 words, all inclusive.

2. Content
2.1. The intent of the paper is clearly formulated at the outset.
2.2. The methodology is appropriate to the topic (e.g., historical research,

hermeneutical approach, phenomenological analysis, literature review and
critique).

2.3. Presuppositions are made explicit.
2.4. The key aspects of the topic are a�
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● A dissertation is a piece of research, and so a dissertation proposal is the statement

of a plan for a piece of research.
● The defense is oral, with a board of three members composed of the future

supervisor of the dissertation, another faculty member from the department, and a
third reader who may be external to the department. All must be tenured or
tenure-track faculty members. The composition of the committee should be
determined in consultation with the dissertation supervisor.
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● The dissertation proposal should be defended by the Spring semester of the fourth

year.
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● The grades, in descending order, are Pass with Distinction, Pass, and Fail.
● Students must receive at least a Pass or Pass with Distinction to satisfy the

requirement.
● Students must pass the dissertation proposal before they proceed with dissertation.

The second and third part of the result form must be given to the Graduate Program
Assistant.

● In case the examination is failed, it may be resubmitted after improvement and
defended again, only once, and (by Graduate School policy) not sooner than the
following semester. The board decides when exactly the paper can be resubmitted
and defended again.
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The proposal should contain the following elements:
● The question or problem (or set of questions or problems) to be resolved in the

dissertation. This part of the proposal answers questions like "What do you intend
to find out in the course of researching and writing the dissertation?" "What do you
hope to learn by doing this dissertation?" Some questions are mainly historical;
others are mainly systematic; and many questions have both an historical and a
systematic dimension. Questions may be of different types: Yes/ No questions ("Is
Aristotle's conception of substance in the Categories compatible with his conception
of substance in the Metaphysics?”), but also more open questions '("What did
philosopher A think about issue X, and why?", "What is the best solution to problem
Z?").

● An indication of why this question or problem is of interest or significance, why
someone should go to the trouble of researching and writing a dissertation about it.
This answers the questions "Why
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● An indication of why the question or problem needs the concentrated attention that
goes into a dissertation. This answers the questions "What's so difficult about that?"
and "Isn't the answer ob



questions and answers, between data and interpretations of data, between data and
assumptions. The above suggestions are, of course, no substitute for the most important
activity in the formulation of a dissertation proposal: discussion with one's supervisor.



Doctoral Comprehensive Examination
Result Forms

Student’s Name: ________________________________________________
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Doctoral Comprehensive
Part I — Qualifying Paper Result Form

Student’s Name and Title of the Paper:

________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________

Date of the Examination: ________ /_________ /_________

In the view of the examination committee, the student has:

Passed the examination with distinction.

Passed the examination.

Failed the examination.

____________________________________________________________________

(Chair of the Examination Committee)

_____________________________________________________________________

(Examination Committee Member)

_____________________________________________________________________

(Examination Committee Member)



Doctoral Comprehensive
Part II — Dissertation Proposal Result Form

Student’s Name and Title of the Dissertation Proposal:

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

Date of the Examination: ________ /_________ /_________

The examination committee judges that the student has:

Passed the examination with distinction.

Passed the examination.

Failed the examination.

________________________________________________________________________

(Chair of the Examination Committee)

________________________________________________________________________

(Examination Committee Member)

________________________________________________________________________

(Examination Committee Member)




