	

Step
	Student
	Advisor
	Comprehensive Exam Committee
(primary advisor + 2 cognitive faculty members)
	Other Cognitive Faculty / Other Advising Committee members

	1
	Determine the topic for your Comprehensive Exam. In consultation with your advisor, identify and obtain consent from two other cognitive faculty to serve on your Comprehensive Exam Committee
	Suggest to the student other cognitive faculty who may be appropriate Comprehensive Exam Committee members and confirm their participation. 
	Notify advisor and program coordinator of consent to join Comprehensive Exam Committee
	

	2
	Write a goal statement and generate an outline structure
	Guide generation of initial reading list structure
	Provide input on reading list structure
	

	3
	Generate an initial provisional reading list
	Guide initial reading list preparation
	
	

	4
	Seek input on your proposed reading list from the Comprehensive Exam Committee and other interested Cog Faculty and Advising Committee members
	Offer suggestions to the student of individuals who may be able to contribute input into categories within the reading list
	Suggest additional topics and readings for provisional reading list
	Optional suggestion of topics and readings to add to provisional reading list

	5
	Finalize reading list
	Confirm approval of final reading list from all members of Comprehensive Exam Committee. 
	Approve the final reading list
	

	6
	
	Circulate approved reading list to all Cog Faculty and any interested members of Advising Committee and/or Cog Faculty
	
	After receiving the reading list, let the student’s advisor know if you want to be asked for input at steps #7 and #10. 

	7
	
	Request potential questions for the written exam from all members of Comprehensive Exam Committee and any interested members of Advising Committee and/or Cog Faculty
	Submit 1 to 3 potential questions for the written exam to the student’s advisor
	Optional submission of questions to student’s advisor.

	8
	Set a date for the start of the written exam with the Comprehensive Exam Committee.
	Generate a 7-question exam (synthesizing some of the submitted potential questions)
	Approve the written exam questions
	

	9
	Answer the 7 questions, submit an electronic version of your answers to your advisor by the due date and time
	Distribute exam to the student.
	
	

	10
	In consultation with your Comprehensive Exam Committee, set a date and reserve a room for the oral exam
	Distribute student’s written answers to all members of Comprehensive Exam Committee and any interested members of Advising Committee and/or Cog Faculty.
	Grade the written exam and indicate to the advisor if performance is of an appropriate level to warrant an oral exam
	Optional examination of student’s written answers. 

	11
	Answer questions at the oral exam
	Chair the oral exam
	Attend and ask questions at the oral exam
	Optional attendance and question asking at the oral exam

	12
	
	Seek input on the student’s written and oral exam components
	
	Optional input into student’s performance given to advisor

	13
	In the case of required revisions, carry out revisions to Comprehensive Exam Committee’s satisfaction
	Notify student, program coordinator, and student’s Advising Committee of outcome  when student has passed or failed the Comprehensive Exam
	Determine outcome of written and oral exams 
	


About the Comprehensive Exam

The Comprehensive Exam is a Cognitive Doctoral Program requirement and serves as the Preliminary Examination for the doctoral degree, with the result of the examination documented via Graduate School form GS16. Successful completion allows the student to advance to candidacy in the doctoral program. The Comprehensive Exam is conducted by faculty members of the Cognitive Program. A student’s Advising Committee may be invited to participate when they have relevant expertise and interest in participating. However, Advising Committee members are not required to participate, nor do they need to attend the oral exam. The student’s advisor will report the final outcome of the exam to Cognitive Program and the Advising Committee.

Purpose of the Comprehensive Exam

The Comprehensive Exam serves two primary purposes: 

1. To facilitate and encourage the development and integration of a student’s knowledge of their research area and its position more broadly within the field of Cognitive Psychology

2. To assess that a student has established sufficient knowledge of their own research area and the field of Cognitive Psychology to advance to doctoral candidacy.

The format of the exam with written and oral parts is intended to capture two critical elements of being a competent Cognitive Psychologist: (1) being able to address a topic given a brief window of time and access to your resources; and (2) being able to rapidly field questions and provide immediate answers that demonstrate appropriate depth and breadth of knowledge.


General Process for a Student Taking the Comprehensive Exam

Prior to preparing for the Comprehensive Exam, students should read extensively within their area of research and related topics and more broadly within the field of Cognitive Psychology.

As a first step in the Comprehensive Exam process, a student should draft a goal statement, setting out the intended area of specialization.

Next, in constructing an outline for the reading list, the student should aim to create a hierarchical set of topics, covering both the broad general topics that their specialization lies within and a series of narrower topics within and directly related to their area of specialization. 

When adding readings to the outline, students should include a balance of important historical work and contemporary work, a balance of theoretical and empirical work, and a balance of different perspectives and approaches within topics. Depending on the goal statement, the student may choose to include methodological and/or statistical papers, as appropriate. In selecting readings within topics, the reading list should cover the most important or most representative papers and is not intended to be exhaustive. Typically, within each category at each level of the hierarchical outline, there are between 3 and 6 readings. The list forms a minimal overview of your knowledge of and thinking about your field. You will be expected to know (and use in your answers) work outside of the readings on your list. 

In taking the written part of your exam, the length of answers will not be specified. Students are encouraged to formulate each of their answers in sufficient detail to address the key points of the question while being appropriately concise. Part of generating a good answer to a question is knowing what a good answer will look like. Good answers do not include a large amount of redundant, peripheral, and/or tangential information.

Only the student taking the exam, Cognitive Faculty members, and interested relevant members of the Advising Committee may attend the oral exam.




Timeline to Take the Comprehensive Exam

For those students on a typical 5-year track to complete the Ph.D. in Cognitive Psychology, preparation for the Comprehensive Exam should ideally occur in the third year (fifth and sixth semester) with the goal of completing the exam no later than the end of the fourth year (8th semester). Of note, per Graduate School policy, at least two semesters must elapse after successful completion of the Comprehensive Exam (documented via form GS16) before a student may graduate. 

Requirements for the Comprehensive Exam

1. In consultation with the student, the student's advisor will identify at least two other cognitive faculty members who would contribute appropriate expertise to the Comprehensive Exam Committee and will invite these faculty members to participate in the Comprehensive Exam Committee. Those faculty members should confirm their willingness to participate to both the advisor and the program coordinator.

2. Beyond a minimum of 3 faculty selected as specified above (i.e., advisor plus 2 cognitive faculty members) who form the Comprehensive Exam Committee, any other faculty members of the cognitive program, or other members of the student's Advising Committee with relevant knowledge for the Comprehensive Exam topic, can choose to participate throughout the process or ad hoc in any of the various elements of the process (making recommendations for the reading list, submitting questions, participating in the oral defense). However, they are not required to do so.

3. Suggestions for additional topics and readings for a provisional reading list will be solicited by the student from the Comprehensive Exam Committee and from any other interested cognitive faculty or other members of the student's Advising Committee. Aspects of the reading list, such as the topics, articles, number of total articles, and articles per topic are determined on an individual basis that is appropriate to the student and guided by the Comprehensive Exam Committee.

4. A final reading list must be approved by the Comprehensive Exam Committee. Note: students are expected to know central, general topics of cognitive psychology that are not covered by the reading list and can use knowledge from outside the reading list in answering the Comprehensive Exam questions.

5. The student's advisor will circulate the approved reading list to all cognitive faculty, as well as any other members of the Advising Committee who have expressed an interest in participating. The advisor will request potential questions from the Comprehensive Exam Committee. Cognitive faculty serving as members of a Comprehensive Exam Committee are expected to submit 1-3 potential questions to the advisor, with other cognitive faculty and Advising Committee members free to submit questions should they choose to do so. The advisor shall create a set of 7 questions for the written exam, including selecting and integrating the submitted potential questions. The final set of questions must be approved by the Comprehensive Exam Committee.

6. The questions will be given to the student for an open book, written exam that will be due one week (7 days) after being issued. Answers will be typed and submitted electronically to the advisor. Students may use any type of resource (printed, electronic, etc.) that does not involve consultation (directly or indirectly) with people or artificial intelligence (e.g., ChatGPT, Gemini). In addition, students are not permitted to use programs (e.g., Grammarly) that would substantially modify writing. Where clarifications are necessary, the student may request this from his/her advisor. If unanticipated concerns arise during the Comprehensive Exam (e.g., illness, family emergency), the student should notify his/her advisor immediately who will then consult with the Comprehensive Exam Committee to determine appropriate accommodations, if necessary. 

7. The advisor will distribute the written answers to the Comprehensive Exam Committee and any other members of the student's Advising Committee or Cognitive Faculty who have chosen to participate. Comprehensive Exam Committee members should determine, by a majority vote, whether written work is potentially of sufficient quality to warrant an oral exam. Where no possibility of the student passing the exam remains following the written component, the oral exam will not be conducted, and the student will be considered to have failed this attempt at the Comprehensive Exam. In cases where the quality of the written work is uncertain, the oral exam should be used to ascertain the student’s level of competence with the material. The Comprehensive Exam Committee’s decision to advance to the oral exam, therefore, may not necessarily be indicative that no major problems exist with the written work.

8. An oral exam will be conducted in person or virtually (e.g., via Teams) as soon as possible following the completion and approval of the written exam, but at a sufficient time lag (e.g., 1-3 weeks) to allow faculty to grade the written answers. All members of the Comprehensive Exam Committee must be present at the oral exam and other cognitive faculty and advising committee members may choose to attend. Oral exams will be expected to be approximately 2 hours in duration.

9. Following the oral exam, the Comprehensive Exam Committee will meet to determine the outcome of the entire Comprehensive Exam. Where other faculty members have participated in the Comprehensive Exam process, the Comprehensive Exam Committee will obtain input from those individuals prior to making their determination.
Outcome of the Comprehensive Exam

Where the Comprehensive Exam Committee members are satisfied with the quality of the written and oral answers, the student will receive a "pass". 

Where concerns are identified on one or two questions, students may be awarded a "pass with revisions" and must carry out revisions to the satisfaction of Comprehensive Exam Committee. For a student to receive either of the passing designations, the majority of the members of the Comprehensive Exam Committee must approve that decision; otherwise, the student shall fail the exam. 

If unsatisfactory performance concerns only the oral exam, a new oral exam should be scheduled at least one week subsequent to the failed exam. Students failing the oral exam have a single opportunity to retake only that portion of the exam before the final result of that administration is recorded as failing. A student failing the oral exam a second time must retake both the written and the oral elements of the exam. 

For any instance in which a student fails the written Comprehensive Exam or fails on a second attempt at the oral exam, the student and advisor must consult with the Department of Psychology Graduate Coordinator and complete a Student Success Plan in collaboration with the student. This plan must follow all department policies related to the establishment and implementation of success plans. 

In the event that a student fails the written Comprehensive Exam or fails on a second attempt at the oral exam, a period of at least 2 months must elapse before the Comprehensive Exam process can recommence. The Comprehensive Exam Committee shall determine whether the entire process of generating a reading list must be repeated or if new questions and a new set of written answers to those are required. The reexamination must be held no later than 12 months after the first examination. 

The student’s advisor is responsible for informing the student, the Cognitive program coordinator, and program faculty, in writing, of the outcome of the Comprehensive Exam. The student’s advisor must indicate to the Advisory Committee what outcome shall be reported on the GS16 form. The Advisory Committee will serve as the signatories for the GS16 form, recording the outcome indicated by the advisor. Failing the Comprehensive Exam twice will result in a student's dismissal from the program. A flow chart of Comprehensive Exam outcomes can be found in the Figure at the end of this document.
Alternative to the Comprehensive Exam

[bookmark: _Hlk20214592]Students who, in consultation with their advisors, believe an alternative to the Comprehensive Exam may better serve them, while still meeting the purpose and goals of the Comprehensive Exam, can petition the Cognitive faculty. The petition should be in the form of a memo to the Cognitive program coordinator and must be endorsed by the student’s advisor. An alternative might comprise, but is not limited to, crafting a wide-ranging review paper of the type submitted to a major journal such as Psychological Review, Psychological Bulletin, or Psychonomic Bulletin & Review, followed by an oral exam. The decision to allow an alternative format is entirely at the discretion of the Cognitive faculty and will be decided by a majority vote of that group.
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Figure. Flow chart of outcomes for the Comprehensive Exam.
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