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This document provides an overview of regulations, processes, and the schedule that pertain to 

the PhD Comprehensive Examination in the PhD in Family Medicine Graduate Program.  

 

1. PURPOSE OF THE COMPREHENSIVE EXAMINATION  

The PhD Comprehensive Examination is designed as an evaluation of your scholarly 

conceptual, analytical, integrative, and communication skills.  

 

The PhD Comprehensive Examination provides an opportunity to consider, in detail, the area 

of research for your PhD dissertation through a thorough and critical literature review. It will 

form a theoretical-empirical backdrop for the dissertation research. During the Comprehensive 

Examination process you will obtain a thorough understanding of the existing research and 

theory in the area, and this will lead you to research questions that form your PhD dissertation 

work.  

 

2. COMPREHENSIVE EXAMINATION REGULATIONS  

Regulations concerning the PhD in Family Medicine Comprehensive Examination (as adopted 

by the Graduate Studies Committee of the Department of Family Medicine, March 2012) are 

as follows:  
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a. Requirement 

All students enrolled in the PhD program in Family Medicine must successfully complete a 

PhD Comprehensive Examination prior to proceeding to the Dissertation proposal.  

b. Preparing the Outline & Reference List  

An outline of and reference list for your proposed Comprehensive Examination paper is 

required. Prior to preparing the outline and reference list for the Comprehensive Examination 

paper, you will meet with your Comprehensive Examination Supervisory Committee to 

discuss your proposed research area. This may take place in person, by conference call, or 

Zoom. The outline of your proposed Comprehensive Examination paper should provide 

sufficient context for your Supervisory Committee to provide feedback and guidance and to 

determine that the content and scope of the proposed paper is adequate to meet the 

requirements of the Comprehensive Examination. The outline should be clear and provide a 

good indication of the literature that you will review, what issues you will look at, how you 

will conceptualize your paper, your proposed model and/or integration, and how your paper 

will advance scientific understanding in this domain. Outlines are typically 4 to 6 pages long 

(references excluded).  

 

An e-copy of the outline and reference list must be handed in on or before the deadline (see 

Section 3 Comprehensive Examination Schedule below). There is a process involved in 

obtaining the Supervisory Committee’s approval of the outline. In order to meet the deadline, 

you must have discussions of topics and references with your Supervisory Committee and 

provide draft copies of the outline for review in advance of the deadline.  
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c. Content Requirements for the Comprehensive Examination 

The PhD Comprehensive Examination will be in the form of a major paper written by you in 

your area of research interest. It is expected that this paper will be a thorough and 

comprehensive review and make a substantive and original contribution to knowledge in this 

area. The purpose of this review is to present what knowledge and ideas have been 

established on a topic and what are the strengths and weaknesses. The review is not a 

descriptive list of studies or summaries of findings. Rather, the review must be informed by a 

guiding concept directly related to your area of research interest and will address the 

following issues:  

• Synthesis of results of what is known and not known in the content domain. A 

systematic approach according to established methodologies as appropriate to specific 

topic. 

• The magnitude and salient issues in the content domain. 

• Theoretical approaches to the content domain (historical and contemporary).  

• Identification of areas of controversy and agreement in the content domain.  

• Strengths and limitations of various research methods used in the content domain.  

• Assessment/measurement issues (both research and clinical applications).  

• Formulation of research questions in need of further research or research topics in need 

of further investigation. 

• Relevance to clinical practice.  

• Future directions in theory, research, and clinical practice.  
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The Comprehensive Examination should be a maximum of 50 double-spaced pages 

(excluding references, tables and figures) using a standard 12 font size. Throughout the 

writing of your Comprehensive Examination, you are encouraged to consult with your 

Comprehensive Examination Supervisory Committee via email, teleconference, or Zoom, as 

your drafts of the Comprehensive Examination evolve. 

d. Feedback and evaluation  

The major criterion for evaluating the paper will be the extent to which it provides an original 

and substantive contribution to our understanding of the domain of interest in an articulate, 

cogent manner in relation to the points presented above. In addition to a written paper, you 

will have an oral examination on the content area covered by the paper. The purpose of the 

oral examination is to offer you the opportunity to verbally express your mastery of the 

content of the paper.  

e. Role of the PhD Comprehensive Examination Supervisory Committee 

Your Supervisory Committee will consist of two to three faculty members (Chair of the 

Comprehensive Examination Committee and one to two additional committee member(s)). 

Each committee member is expected to be a faculty member and have expertise in some 

aspect of the content or methodology related to the content domain that your Comprehensive 

Examination focuses on. The Dissertation Supervisory Committee will be determined after 

successful completion of your Comprehensive Examination. The Dissertation Supervisory 

Committee will normally include members of the Comprehensive Examination Supervisory 

Committee.  
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All committee members: (1) approve your outline and reference list; (2) provide written 

feedback on a draft(s) of the paper; (3) evaluate the final written examination paper; and (4) 

participate in oral examination(s).  Additionally, another faculty member will evaluate the 

final paper and participate in the oral examination. 

 

With respect to item (2) provide written feedback on a draft(s) of the paper, when the 

Comprehensive Examination Supervisory Committee provides written comments on the draft 

of the Comprehensive Examination, recommendations may be made to cut major sections if 

the paper is seen as too broad. Similarly, the Committee may also recommend substantive 

expansion to subsections felt to be lacking in detail. Written feedback will be provided using a 

feedback form identical to that which will be used in the final evaluation. If the Committee 

has substantive concerns about the paper, feedback at this point provides you with the 

opportunity to revise and improve your paper prior to the final evaluation.   
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f. Conditions for successful completion 

At the first round of the Comprehensive Examination, including both the paper and the oral 

examinations, the PhD Comprehensive Examination Committee will determine whether you 

have obtained a PASS, CONDITIONAL PASS, or FAILURE. For each of the written and oral 

components to be considered a pass, at least two Committee members (three in the case of a 

four-member Examination Committee) must have assigned Passes with the third assigning, at 

minimum, a Conditional Pass. Either component will be considered failed if at least two 

Committee members have assigned a Fail. Anything else will be considered a Conditional 

Pass.  

 

Upon the recommendation of the Examination Committee, if you do not pass your written 

paper and/or oral examination on the first round you may be allowed one and only one 

reexamination on the failed component(s). The outcome of the first round examinations will 

be communicated to the Graduate Chair.  

 

If you have obtained a conditional Pass in either component in the first round, the Committee 

will communicate the nature of the remedial measures required to the Graduate Chair no later 

than one week after the oral examination. In the event of a failure on either first round 

component, the Comprehensive Examination Committee will meet to consider whether you 

will be allowed to retake the examination. The Chair will then notify you in writing of the 

decision and the remedial measures required, if any.  

 



  

  
7 
 

The second round examinations (if they are administered) will be graded as either PASSED or 

FAILED. A failure on either component at the second round will result in mandatory 

withdrawal from the PhD program in Family Medicine. 

  

3. COMPREHENSIVE EXAMINATION SCHEDULE 

a. Review of Regulations and Processes with Graduate Chair 

The Graduate Chair informs you in writing (via this document) of the format, nature, and 

timing of the Comprehensive Examination and meets with you to review regulations and 

processes. 

Deadline:  Before completion of your final course of the PhD  

b. Outline and Reference List 

An outline of the major areas to be covered in the Comprehensive Examination and a 

proposed reference list is reviewed and approved by your Supervisory Committee (Chair of 

the Comprehensive Examination Committee and one to two other faculty members). A copy 

of the approved outline and reference list are submitted to the Graduate Chair. 

Student Deadline: To be established in consultation with your Comprehensive 

Examination Committee. 
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c. First and Subsequent Draft(s) 

First draft of the Comprehensive Examination paper submitted to your Supervisory 

Committee. 

Student Deadline:  To be established in consultation with your Comprehensive Examination 

Committee. 

Supervisory Committee Deadline: Feedback to be provided to you within 3 weeks of 

submission of the Comprehensive Examination paper.  

 

d. First Round Written  

The final version of the Comprehensive Examination is submitted to the Chair of the Program. 

The Chair will distribute copies of the paper to your Supervisory Committee and one other 

faculty member for evaluation. You are informed of the outcome of the written examination. 

If you have obtained a Conditional Pass or Failure, a decision of whether you may be re-

examined and remedial measures, if any, will be specified.  

Student Deadline:  To be established in consultation with your Comprehensive Examination 

Committee. 

Evaluation Deadline: Within 3 weeks (as agreed upon with CEC) of receiving the 

Comprehensive Examination paper 
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e. First Round Oral Examination 

An oral examination based on the final version of the written paper will be scheduled as soon 

as possible after the written evaluation. If you obtain a Conditional Pass or Failure, a decision 

of whether you may be re-examined and remedial measures, if any, will be specified.  

Student Deadline:  To be established in consultation with your Comprehensive Examination 

Committee. 

Evaluation Deadline: Within 1 week of oral examination 

 

f. Second Round Written And Oral Examinations  

If you receive a conditional pass or a fail on your first round examination and you have been 

allowed to have a re-examination, a revised version of the written component of the 

Examination will be completed in response to the remedial measures specified by the 

Supervisory Committee. The revised written component will be evaluated by the Supervisory 

Committee and one other faculty member or external. The second oral examination based on 

the revised version of the written component will be scheduled as soon as possible.  

Student Paper Deadline: To be established in consultation with your Comprehensive 

Examination Committee. 

Evaluation Paper Deadline:   Within 2 weeks of resubmission of Comprehensive 

Examination paper 

Student Oral Deadline:    Within 1 week of paper evaluation 

Evaluation Oral Deadline:  Within 1 week of oral examination 


