
 

Comprehensive Exam and Dissertation Proposal: 
Warning Signs for Failure 
 

 

 

Note: In this document, the term "Comps" refers to the Comprehensive Exam. 

 

This document explains a situation whereby a student has completed all required coursework and is eligible to 

take the Comps and the subsequent Dissertation Proposal but may not prepared to do so. The rule of thumb is 

that the student's committee should not let the student take the Comps if they feel that the student is unprepared 

for it.  

 

In addition to social or financial reasons as to why a student does not make timely progress towards their 

doctoral training, the root cause for not being prepared for the Comps may be traced to the first 2-3 years of the 

student's enrollment in the program. Students should not only spend the majority of their time taking the 

required didactic courses but also make slow and steady progress in preparing for the Comps and the 

subsequent Dissertation Proposal.  

 

The CAHS 9210 Investigation of a Problem course is specifically set up for the student to spend dedicated time 

towards these two milestones. This course is taken every semester starting from the second semester of the 

program until the student passed the Comps. The course immerses the student in research-related projects and 

assignments. Over time, they begin to think and speak like a researcher. When the student shows little progress 

in growing to become a researcher as revealed through their scientific oral and writing skills, it is important to 

find out why. In such cases, the committee is asked to determine whether their concerns are related to (1) the 

student's lack of preparation for the Comps or whether (2) the student is having difficulty meeting the technical 

standards of the program. These two issues are addressed below. 

 

Lack of Preparation for the Comps 

 

The warning signs that a student is unprepared to take the Comps exam is where the committee feels that the 

student's research aptitude remains nascent after completing all coursework. Below are some examples. 

 

A survey of the student's writings over the last two years reveals the following persisting deficits: 

• Is generally unclear, unfocused, or difficult to follow 

• Has difficulty expressing ideas at a level expected at the current level of doctoral training 

• Lacks depth of knowledge and ability to communicate scientific significance in the relevant topics 

• Overall written communication skills are not at the level expected of a doctoral student 

 

When verbally communicating with the committee, the student presents with many of the following persisting 

deficits: 

• Communicates like an excellent student or clinician but not a researcher 

• Communicates knowledge and understanding of a topic below the level expected of a doctoral student. 

Examples include the following: 



 

Comprehensive Exam and Dissertation Proposal: 
Warning Signs for Failure 
 

o Communicates a specific topic or subject matter at a level that lacks substance and depth of 

knowledge 

o Is unable to adequately explain the rationale for specific aims of a research study 

o Is generally unfamiliar with the research topic at hand 

o Is inaccurate or lacks depth of knowledge about published studies, be it neurophysiology, motor 

control, theories, epidemiology, statistical tests, research design, methods of data collection, 

instrumentation, etc 

o Unable to identify confounding variables or threats to reliability/validity 

o Has a shallow knowledge of the literature pertaining to the research topic of discussion 

o Uses common vernacular instead of exhibiting verbal explanations that are consistent with 

scientific or academic communication 

o Is generally weak in providing a succinct response to questions raised 

▪ Has a tendency to provide meandering responses  

▪ Speaks with a clinical/health focus rather than articulate scientific and direct responses 

▪ Answers questions with frequent hesitation or long pauses 

 

 

Difficulty Meeting the Technical Standards of the Program 

 

A related issue which may make it appear as if the student is academically unprepared for the Comps is where 

the student is unable to meet the technical standards of the program. The following abilities and characteristics 

define the technical standards*, which in conjunction with academic standards established by the student's 

advisory committee, colleges and The Graduate School, are required for continuation and graduation from the 

doctoral program: 

 

• Observation 

o The student must show sufficient vision to be able to observe demonstrations, experiments and 

laboratory or classroom exercises. Typically, those involved in clinical work must be able to 

observe a patient accurately at a distance and close at hand.  

• Communication 

o The student must be able to communicate effectively with individuals of all genders as well as 

ages, races life-styles, sexual orientations and cultural backgrounds.  

o The student must demonstrate proficiency in the English language and communicate effectively 

and efficiently in oral and/or written form.  

• Motor 

o The student must have sufficient motor function such that they are able to execute movements 

reasonably that are required for their doctoral training, including the ability to observe and 

conduct experiments.  
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• Intellectual Abilities 

o The student must have the intellectual abilities to meet curricular requirements in a timely 

fashion. For example, these abilities may include, but are not limited to: measurement, 

calculation, reasoning, integration, analysis and synthesis of data and information.  

o The student must have the ability to acquire information, either with or without accommodation, 

from a variety of sources including verbal communications, written documents, films, slides, 

videos, and other electronic media also is required.  

• Behavioral and Social Attributes 

o The student must possess the emotional stability and ethical fortitude needed to manage the 

demands associated with the pursuit of the doctoral training.  

o The student must have intellectual ability and good judgment to independently, accurately and 

effectively complete all responsibilities and meet all deadlines.  

o The student must be able to develop mature, sensitive, non-judgmental, non-prejudiced and 

effective relationships with faculty, peers, patients, and other professionals in the academic 

community.  

o The student must maintain appropriate personal hygiene and appearance in keeping with a 

professional work environment.  

o The student must maintain and exhibit professional behavior at all times. They include honesty, 

compassion, integrity and concern for others.   

 

 

Recommendations 

 

If the committee has concerns about the student's readiness to take the Comps, it must be communicated to the 

student as soon as possible. The committee should come up with a plan of action to help the student overcome 

the deficiencies. It may not realistic for a student to catch up and develop sufficient scientific and topical 

knowledge and communicate like a researcher without significant investment in time and effort which may span 

several months or longer. This needs to be communicated to the student as well. The student may need to take a 

leave of absence and decide if they have the scholastic aptitude and academic fortitude to successfully 

overcome the deficiencies and return to continue with the program. 

 

On the other hand, if the committee has concerns about the student's behavior or performance related to 

technical standards, they may recommend that the student be required to obtain evaluation and/or testing by a 

health care provider, and to provide the results to the University's Office of Student Affairs for the purpose of 

determining whether the student is fit to continue with the doctoral program. The College and The Graduate 

School reserve the right to require that the student satisfies the actions recommended by the health care 

provider, including further testing, counseling, monitoring, leave of absence, etc before continuing with the 

program.  

 

 

*Adapted from https://www.augusta.edu/gradschool/technical-standards.php. Retrieved 6-22-2021. 

https://www.augusta.edu/gradschool/technical-standards.php

