
COMPREHENSIVE EXAMINATION REQUIREMENTS  
 
The Ph.D. Written and Oral Comprehensive Examinations in Political Science represent the culmination 
of the coursework phase of the Ph.D. program. Students take these examinations in their two major 
fields. Detailed descriptions of the field requirements for each major field appear below. For further 
explanation of the purpose and scope of these examinations, please see Appendix 4. 
 
In preparation for the exams, students are encouraged to study questions from past examinations, to 
write model answers to these questions, and to request appropriate faculty members to evaluate their 
answers. Questions from past exams and subfield reading lists are available on the Graduate Student 
Restricted Content section of the website at http://www.mcgill.ca/politicalscience/restrict/.  
 
Written comprehensive examinations are offered in October and May. The student will normally take 
both written comprehensive examinations in May of the second year in the program, at a two- to three-
week interval. Under exceptional circumstances, the student may petition the GPD to postpone the 
exams until the following October.  
 
No later than three weeks after passing the second written examination, the student will take the Ph.D. 
oral examination in which the student will defend knowledge of the same two major fields.  
 
If both examinations are not successfully completed by May of the third year in the Ph.D. program, 
the student will not be eligible for further financial aid from the Department. Any exceptions to this 
rule must be approved by the Certification Committee, and will be made only in truly unusual 
circumstances.   
 
Comprehensive Exam Program Questionnaire  
 
Students MUST arrange to meet with the appropriate Field Coordinators again at least six months prior 
to the examination period to discuss examination preparation.  In consultation with the appropriate 
Field Coordinators, each student will complete the comprehensive exam program questionnaire listing 
the chosen Major Fields and the particular areas of concentration within each and submit it to the 
Administrative Officer. The form is available on the Political Science website at 
http://www.mcgill.ca/politicalscience/grad/gradformsdocs/ 
 
The Field Coordinators in a candidate's Major Fields will be responsible for ensuring proper completion 
of the questionnaire and its inclusion in the student's file. Please note that this is a critical step in the 
candidate's preparation.   
 
 
Written Comprehensives (POLI 701 and 702) 
 
The student will take a four-hour written comprehensive examination in each of the two major fields 
chosen.  Examination committees for the written comprehensive examination in each major field will be 
set by the appropriate field coordinators. Each student taking a written comprehensive examination will 
receive detailed written or oral feedback on his/her exam performance, as arranged by the field 
coordinator. 
 
Written comprehensive examinations will be graded pass, fail, or pass with distinction. Faculty members 

http://www.mcgill.ca/politicalscience/grad/gradformsdocs/


grading written exams will award pass/fail grades to student answers on each exam question. If two or 
more faculty members give any individual exam answer a failing grade, the student will have failed the 
exam; otherwise the grade is a pass.  
 
Faculty members grading the written exam may recommend that the student receive a grade of “pass 
with distinction” on the exam as a whole. All graders must concur on awarding a “pass with distinction.” 
This grade will be given only to those students who, in the judgment of the subfield members, are in the 
top ten percent of exam-takers. The “pass with distinction” will be noted in a letter from the Graduate 
Program Director added to the student’s file.   
 
If a student fails a written comprehensive examination, it may only be repeated once, and only during 
the sitting which immediately follows the failed exam (the next May or October). A failure on a first 
exam sitting will not be recorded on the student’s transcript. If the student was originally scheduled to 
take the second major field examination during that sitting, the examination in the second major field 
may be delayed until the next sitting. If a student fails both written comprehensive examinations during 
the same examination period, each may be retaken once, either both in the next examination period, or 
separately in the two following periods.  If a student fails either written examination a second time, the 
student will be asked to withdraw from the program. 
 
 
Oral Comprehensive (POLI 799) 
 
The oral exam will be held only after both written exams have been completed successfully, and is 
approximately two hours long. Oral questions in the major fields will cover the same areas as those 
chosen for the written examination (that is, based on the student's program questionnaire). Students 
are expected to show competence in both major fields, and also integrate general knowledge from their 
Political Science studies. The oral examination board will consist of two faculty members from each of 
the two major fields.  The oral examination board will be designated by the Graduate Program Director 
on the basis of the program questionnaire filled out by the student, in consultation with each Field 
Coordinator.   
 
On the oral examination, students may receive grades of pass, fail, or pass with distinction. These grades 
will be awarded by the subfield representatives sitting on the oral examination committee after the 
conclusion of the exam. All four subfield representatives must concur on awarding a “pass with 
distinction.” The grade of “pass with distinction” will be given only to those students who, in the 
judgment of the subfield members, are in the top ten percent of exam-takers. The “pass with 
distinction” will be noted in a letter from the Graduate Program Director added to the student’s file.   
 
If the examination committee has concerns about a student’s level of preparation after the initial oral 
exam such that the committee is not yet ready to award a grade of pass or fail, at their discretion they 
may ask the student to submit to a second round of questioning in one or both subfields approximately 
two weeks after the initial attempt. This second round of questioning is considered a continuation of the 
same exam. A final grade of pass or fail must be awarded after the second round of questioning.  
 
If failed, the oral comprehensive examination may be repeated once. If a student fails the oral 
examination a second time, the student will be asked to withdraw from the program 
 
 


