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The doctoral comprehensive examination is a critical component of the doctoral program in 
Human Development (HD). This guideline is intended to help students navigate and understand 
the process through which they will prepare for and work on, submit, and have their 
comprehensive examination (or ‘Comps’) graded. 
 
PREPARATION 
 
Doctoral students in HD enroll in 2 HD Seminars during the course of their program that help 
prepare them for their Comps: 
 

 EDPE 683 Human Development Seminar 3 – Fall 
 EDPE 686 Human Development Seminar 4  – Winter  

  
HD Seminars 3 and 4 have the particular focus of preparing students for the writing of the 
Comps. They are taken together in the same year (Fall and Winter terms) typically in the second 
year of doctoral studies. In these courses students get to focus in on their topic of interest and 
work with fellow students and the instructor(s) of the course on the different facets of the 
Comps and the preparation of the Comps.  
 
REGISTRATION 
 
Students must register for the following course to complete their comprehensive exam: 
 

 EDPE 708 Comprehensive Examination – recommended completion during the Spring/ 
Summer semester immediately following EDPE 686 

 
After students complete the HD Seminars 3 and 4 (EDPE 683 and 686), they will be ready to 
complete their Comps, which are usually submitted at the end of June. Therefore it is 
imperative that the student enroll in the Comprehensive Examination course (EDPE 708) during 
the Spring (May-June) session following the completion of HD seminars 3 &4. During the term 
in which a student is going to submit their Comps Final Paper, they must be enrolled in the 
Comps course. Please be sure to enroll in EDPE 708 during late April in order to be able to be 
registered to submit the final comps paper in June. Failure to enroll in the below course will 
prevent a student’s record from showing the completion of the Comps and, should a student 
miss the registration deadline for enrolling, they will be charged a late fee to enroll. Students 
should be in touch with Edpsych.education@mcgill.ca to ensure they are properly enrolled. 
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SUBMISSION AND WRITING 
 
The Comprehensive Examination Paper PROPOSAL (EDPE 683 and EDPE 686) 
In the first semester HD Seminar 3 (EDPE 683) the student develops their comprehensive 
proposal, and receives feedback from the instructor. The student  should discuss the 
comprehensive idea and proposal with their supervisor, the instructor of HD Seminar 3 and 
their fellow students throughout the process. The goal is for the student to have a rough draft 
of the 3 page (double-spaced) proposal (not including references, APA format) by the end of 
fall term, the instructor then will provide the student with more detailed feedback by early 
January. At the start of the Winter term in January with HD Seminar 4 (EDPE 686) the student 
will incorporate the feedback received and should be ready to formally submit the 
comprehensive proposal to the Program Director (cc. edpsych.education@mcgill.ca, with the 
subject heading “Comps Proposal Submission”) the last week of January (an exact date will be 
agreed upon by the HD seminar instructor and the Program Director).  The Program Director 
will assign the proposal to 2 Reviewers to evaluate (one of whom is typically the student’s 
Supervisor) within 10 business days.  
 
The 3-page double-spaced proposal should outline the topic and question being addressed, 
what the paper will cover, as well as the contribution the paper will make to the literature (i.e., 
the originality and significance of the idea). Students will receive a notice within 10 business 
days if their proposal was accepted. The proposal is accepted if the reviewers believe the 
suggested comprehensive paper has the potential to meet the requirements for a pass 
according to the Evaluation Rubric (see below). In the event that the reviewers feel that it is 
impossible to evaluate the potential of the proposed comprehensives due to a lack of clarity in 
the proposal, clarifications may be requested. If the proposal is accepted, the student will 
proceed in the remainder of the HD seminar 4 to expand on their proposal to create the full 
comprehensive paper (see below).  Frequently, the comps proposal reviewers will give 
feedback that should be taken into account in writing the comprehensive paper. Students can 
meet with their reviewers if there are any questions concerning the feedback. Students whose 
proposal is not accepted will be given a time frame within which to resubmit and will be 
provided with detailed feedback regarding the reason for the non-acceptance. The usual time 
frame for students to plan to resubmit following a non-acceptance of a proposal is about one 
month, although this is discussed together with the HD seminar instructor, the student, their 
supervisor and the Program Director.   
 
The Comprehensive Examination Paper FINAL 
The students will complete their first final draft comprehensive paper to be submitted to the 
Human Development Seminar 4 (EDPE 686) Instructor by April, the instructor will provide 
detailed feedback to the student by early May. The student then has until the last week of June 
(the exact date will be announced by the Program Director each year), to incorporate the 
instructor’s feedback. In the last week of June the comprehensive paper FINAL is to be 
submitted to the Program Director (cc.edpsych.education@mcgill.ca) who will distribute the 
final comprehensive paper to the same 2 Reviewers who evaluated the proposal (except in 
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exceptional circumstances). The comprehensive paper must adhere to APA style and not 
exceed 30 pages, double spaced, including references.  
 
The comprehensive paper usually takes one of 3 forms: 

1) Meta-analysis: A meta-analysis of research in an area to reveal new understandings of 
the current state of the field. 

2) Unique lens/theory:  A critical review of the literature, offering a unique lens on the area 
by applying a new theoretical model/perspective to the area that has not be used 
before in this area; or by taking two separate literatures that have not traditionally been 
looked at together that actually inform each other and create an integrated picture of 
behaviour/development. In either case, the comprehensive provides a significant and 
original contribution to the field that extends beyond a simple restating of existing 
literature.  

3) Unique methodology critique: A methodological paper where there is a systematic 
critique of the methodology used within a certain area and/or suggestions taken from 
another field of new methodological directions that can be taken that would further the 
research in the field and advance the research questions that can be studied. Thus 
through a comprehensive analysis of methodology of current research in a field new 
information/understanding of the area is revealed resulting in a significant and original 
contribution to the area.   

 
Once the comprehensive exam has been submitted to the program director (cc. 
Edpsych.education@mcgill.ca) students will receive a notice whether or not they have passed 
within 15 business days (although during the months of July and August this may be longer due 
to Faculty absences). Students will also receive copies of the reviewers’ Grading Rubrics (see 
below) and any comments the Reviewers wanted to share. If both Reviewers pass the paper, 
the student receives a pass. If both reviewers fail the paper then the student is provided with 
detailed feedback and has 6 weeks within which to make the revisions and resubmit the paper 
after both reviewers’ feedback is received.  
 
If the reviewers’ decisions are not in agreement (i.e., one pass, one fail) then a 3rd reviewer is 
selected by the Program Director and will make the final determination of pass/fail.  The 
student will be advised if a 3rd reviewer is involved as it may take longer than 15 business days. 
The student, the supervisor and all reviewers (and Edpsych.education@mcgill.ca) will be 
informed of the final decision and grading rubrics with comments from the Program Director. If 
the student does not hear from the Program Director by 15 working days they should contact 
the Program Director and cc. Edpsych.education@mcgill.ca to clarify the situation.   
 
EVALUATION OF THE COMPREHENSIVE EXAMINATION 
 
Comprehensive examinations are graded on a Pass/Fail basis. Grading follows a set of criteria 
outlined in the Grading Rubric below. The paper must receive a score of 3 or better in all 
categories to be considered a passing grade. A score of 5 in six of the seven categories (and a 4 
in the remaining category) constitutes a “Pass with Distinction”. The Program Director advises 
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the edpsych.education@mcgill.ca of the final grade, and they enter it on to the student’s 
record. The student is encouraged to familiarize themselves with the grading rubric (below) 
early in the comprehensive process and to continually keep in mind how their comprehensive 
paper will be graded.  
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Student: ______________           Reviewer: ___________________ 

 

Date: _________________ 

 

Comprehensive Examination 

Grading Rubric—yellow highlight is score 

 
Note: A score of 1 or 2 in any category results in an automatic failure. Scores in all categories must be 3 

or above to be considered for a passing grade. A score of 5 in six of the seven categories (and a 4 in the 

remaining category) constitutes a “Pass with Distinction”. 

 
 1 2 3 4 5 

Writing  Very difficult 

to read 

Many spelling 

& grammar 

errors 

Some 

Spelling & / 

or Grammar 

Errors 

Reads pretty 

well with 

Few Errors 

Easy to Read & 

no errors 

Sophistication of Writing  

 

Disjointed & 

convoluted 

Difficult to 

follow 

argument 

Competent 

but some 

flow 

problems & 

/or trouble 

sticking to 

thesis 

Proficient: 

clear & 

concise, 

adheres to 

thesis 

statement 

Excellent level:  

clear, concise, 

flawless 

argument 

Research Findings (Clarity of 

problem identification) 

Unclear 

description 

Somewhat clear 

description 

Mostly clear 

description 

of research 

Very clear 

description of 

research 

Excellent 

description of 

research 

APA Style  No 

consideration 

of APA style 

Many APA 

Errors 

Some APA 

errors 

Few APA 

errors 

Excellent APA 

style 

Analysis (Identification of 

relationships/patterns in 

literature) 

No analysis Statement of 

opinion with 

little relation to 

evidence 

Competent 

analysis: 

relationships 

are apparent 

Proficient 

analysis: 

sophisticated 

discussion of 

relationships 

Excellent 

analysis 

Critique (Identification of 

contradictions, gaps and 

inconsistencies) 

No critique Cursory or 

unclear critique 

Competent 

critique 

Proficient 

critique 

Excellent 

critique 

Original Contribution & 

Distinction (Identification of 

next step to solve the problem) 

No suggestion Cursory, 

unclear, and/or 

inappropriate 

suggestion 

Competent 

contribution: 

clear or 

appropriate 

but no vision 

or 

innovation 

Proficient 

contribution: 

clear & 

appropriate & 

some vision 

or innovation 

Excellent 

contribution: 

innovative 

suggestion for 

problem 

resolution 

Comments : Please comment briefly on the score from above, no more than a paragraph and 

suggest to student any changes needed for publication purposes.  

 


