GRADUATE PROGRAM IN HUMANITIES

Comprehensive Exams

        Field comprehensives in the Graduate Program in Humanities serve three primary and closely related goals. First, they require candidates to situate their primary area of research within a clearly defined field of scholarly study in the Humanities; second they require candidates to demonstrate a sound knowledge of the major scholarly works that define and illuminate their field of scholarly study; and third they require candidates to present their field as academic courses of study through which their knowledge can be conveyed effectively to others. Each of these is especially valuable in the scholarly formation of the candidates and to the development of their abilities as teachers.  Undertaking these exams will prepare and qualify students to teach undergraduate courses in the areas examined and it will equip students with the specialized knowledge they need to conduct research for their doctoral dissertation.  Students who fail a comprehensive exam will be permitted to re-sit the examination only once, and the re-examination is to take place within six months of the date of the first examination.  A second failure will require withdrawal from the Program.


Students in the Graduate Program in Humanities will be required to pass two oral comprehensive examinations before undertaking their doctoral dissertation.  They will normally be expected to take both examinations at the end of the first term in the third year of registration.  Each exam will last approximately two hours.  Candidates may choose to take both exams in one day, or to split them up in consultation with members of the examination committee.  Each examination committee will be comprised of four faculty: the Program Director or his/her representative; the student's supervisor; and two Graduate Studies faculty (at least one of whom must be a member of the Humanities Program) appointed by the Director in consultation with the student and the supervisor.  The role of the committee is crucial. The committee should be formed by May 15th of the first year of study.  The members of the committee should be an integral part of the process of defining the areas of study and composing a list of works for examination, and to this end they should meet regularly.  Each committee will determine the details of comprehensive examinations not specified in this document.


Candidates for the doctorate must select two areas of study, the general and the specialized.  The comprehensive examinations will assess the student's overall knowledge of both areas.  The general area, in which the aim is breadth, will be a coherent and definable area of scholarship within one of the Program fields: Comparative Perspectives and Cultural Boundaries; Religion, Values, and Culture; or Science, Technology and Culture.  The general area is normally the broad area within which the dissertation will be written and the area in which graduates would claim to be able to offer courses at the undergraduate survey level.  The specialized area is a more narrowly defined sub-section of the general area or is related to the general area.  The specialized area will focus on the more specialized knowledge that students will need to research and to write their dissertation.  It is also the area in which graduates would claim to be able to offer upper-level courses or research seminars.  The definition of the general and specialized areas will be determined by the Director, the candidate, the dissertation supervisor, and the examination committees, and approved by the Director at least six months before the Qualifying Examination.   The list of works for each area also must be submitted six months before the Qualifying Examination.   


        Students will be tested on the material contained within the list of works for both the general and specialized areas, and on a course prepared by the candidate in each area.  Candidates will develop the reading lists and the proposals for their courses in consultation with their supervisor, the two other members of the committee, and the graduate director, who together will approve the candidate's reading lists. The list of works in each case will provide the background needed to teach the courses and will include readings that do not appear on the course syllabi.  The materials for the courses will be submitted at least three weeks prior to the date of the oral exam.  

The Exams

For the general area, the candidate will be tested on: 

1) A list of approximately one hundred works, which may include articles, books, films, and other appropriate sources, that are either scholarly or primary sources where appropriate.  The works should be organized thematically and within each theme they should be listed in alphabetical order by last name.  

2) A full year course at the 2000 level.  The exam for the general area places the candidate's area of research within a broad field of study appropriate for a full undergraduate course at the 2000 level. This course will include 


● a course description 


● a weekly class schedule that specifies the topic, lecture (one hour in length), and reading assignments for twenty-five weeks. 


● detailed outlines of four of these lectures, with one of the lectures written out in essay form.


● a critical skills component

In effect, candidates are required to define their work in terms of a teachable field at the introductory level and demonstrate how they would teach such a course to an undergraduate audience. 

        For the specialized area, candidates will be tested on:

1)  A list of approximately fifty works, that may include articles, books, films, and other appropriate sources that are either scholarly or primary sources where appropriate.  

2)  A twelve week half course at the 4000 level that focuses more directly upon the area of research of their dissertation. This course will include 


● a course description that sets out with clarity the focus and methodology of the course 


● a weekly class schedule that specifies the topic and reading assignments for each week, and a paragraph detailing the nature, rationale and overall place within the course of each class. 

In effect, candidates are required to develop their area of research into a senior seminar. 

        Candidates will be required to demonstrate comprehensive knowledge of the designated areas on the examination.  Evidence of such comprehensive knowledge will be assessed on the basis of the candidate's competence in providing answers to questions during the examination that address the material in relation to significant critical and theoretical issues.  Examiners will want to know that candidates have a firm idea of each of their areas: what are the key questions raised in these areas; what methods of investigation are appropriate in this area; how is this area connected to related fields; who are the influential scholars, both past and present, who helped define these areas?  Examiners will also want to see that the candidate can clearly communicate answers to these questions to students.  Candidates will also be examined on the construction and understanding of their areas of research and the relationship between their areas of research and the study of the humanities.  The examination will focus on matters of pedagogy, methodology, and the critical interpretation of texts. 

Comprehensive Examination Format


Each comprehensive exam lasts about two hours.  Before the exam begins the chair will send the candidate out of the room.  The committee will then decide if, on the basis of the materials submitted and other considerations, the candidate is examinable.  If the candidate is examinable, the committee will agree on the length and order of the questioning.  (Usually the supervisor goes last.)  It is the chair's job to ensure that members of the committee stay within the time allotted.  The committee will also decide on the structure of the exam.  A common model is detailed in the following.  Once the committee is ready to proceed with the examination, the candidate will then be invited back into the room.  The first part of the exam should focus on the readings.  The candidate will begin by presenting a five minute explanation of how the area is conceptualized and of the guiding principles for organizing the area to be examined.  The candidate may also deal with issues that have arisen since the submitted materials were circulated.  The questioning can then begin.  In the first round of questioning, each member of the committee has the opportunity to ask the candidate questions about the reading list or the conceptualization of the area within the agreed upon time (usually 15 minutes per questioner).  The second round focuses on the course proposal.  The candidate will give a brief five minute introduction to the course, and then another round of questioning can begin in the same order.  Once the questioning has come to an end, the student is asked to leave the room so that the committee can make their decision.  The committee can choose to pass or to fail the candidate.  The candidate is then invited back into the room and the committee's decision is announced.  The members of the committee must sign the standard comprehensive exam form that records their decision and allows them to make comments.

