
 

How to Take Your Comprehensive Exam1 
Graduate Programme in Communication Studies 

 
When:  We recommend that you aim to begin your comprehensive exam in your 3rd term of 
residence, after coursework is finished.  This will normally be the fall of your second year. 
 
What you need to start: 
 

• An advisor.  We recommend that you choose an advisor by the end of your first year. 
• An area of study.  You should have a good idea of where you want to focus your 

work. 
 
Step 1:  Prepare a bibliography of approximately 40 sources focused on a broad problematic 
or area of study within communication studies.  This should done in consultation with a 
faculty advisor chosen for this purpose.  This advisor need not be the supervisor of your 
doctoral dissertation, though often students will have the same advisor all the way through. 
 
Step 2:  You and your advisor will agree upon a second faculty member, who together with 
your advisor, will make up the committee.  Your advisor will then approach this person.  
Once someone has agreed to serve as your second reader, you should meet with him or her to 
discuss your interests.  Your second reader will approve the bibliography after suggesting 
any necessary modifications to it (it is customary for the second reader to make some 
changes).  These two faculty members will constitute the Comprehensive examination 
committee with the advisor as the chair.  In certain cases, a third member may be added to 
provide additional expertise.  If appropriate, and with the approval of the Graduate Program 
Director, a reader can be designated by the student from outside the Department.  
 
Step 3:  You go away and make sure you’ve read everything on the bibliography.  
Meanwhile, the committee prepares (no more than, but usually) 3 questions arising out of the 
bibliography.  
 
Step  4: Once you’ve read everything, tell your advisor.  She or he will provide you with the 
questions (usually through Maureen).  You will then have one month from the receipt of the 
questions to prepare a paper that answers them.   
 

This paper should be within 30 and 40 pages in length (typed, double-spaced, and 
exclusive of bibliography and notes).  If there are multiple questions, you may answer 
them each in turn, or you may provide a single, integrated answer to all of the questions. 

 
Step 5:  Hand three copies of the paper in to Maureen.  She will then give your committee 
members copies of your answer and put one in your file. 
 
Step 6:  Within four weeks of submitting the paper, you will have a scheduled oral defence.  
Normally, students make a short presentation at the beginning of the defense, and they are 
then asked questions about the synthesis paper and about possible directions for the 
dissertation arising out of the work in the exam. 
 

                                                 
1  Also known as the “synthesis paper” and formerly known as the “first project.” 



 

Step 7:  If you pass, take a week or two off, and then start in your dissertation proposal.  If 
you do not pass, meet with your advisor to find out what went wrong and how to proceed. 

 
A Hypothetical Timeline for the Comprehensive Exam 
 

April at the end of the first year: Having completed your courses, you designate an advisor 
for the exam process.   
 
Sometime between April and September: You submit a tentative bibliography in your area of 
interest and meet with your advisor to go over any changes.  You agree upon a second reader, 
whom the advisor initially approaches.  You meet with (or exchange emails with) the second 
reader, who makes whatever suggestions are appropriate for the bibliography. 
 
September-October: Read the books on your list that you haven’t already read. 
 
November: Get questions from faculty and write. 
 
December: Defence held.  You pass!  Celebration occurs.  Sated, motivated and rested, you 
move on to the dissertation proposal in winter term. 
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