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RULES FOR THE ENGLISH DEPARTMENT’S
COMPREHENSIVE FINAL EXAMINATION

The English Department Comprehensive Final Examination consists of three essay questions covering three areas of study. Students elect the three areas on which they would like to be tested, but the graduate coordinator and the department chair must approve all three areas, and the three areas should not overlap inordinately at either the chronological or thematic level. Typical areas would be a period/movement/genre/author in British, American, or world literature; for example, a student might elect as his/her three areas British Romanticism, colonial American literature, and the 19th century French novel. Areas of study may also encompass linguistics, rhetoric and composition, critical theory, film studies, gender studies, gay and lesbian studies, etc. Each reading list may also include up to six key terms related to the designated area of study. Moreover, students are encouraged to make appropriate use of the technical vocabulary of literary studies in their responses, which are assessed according to accuracy, clarity, logic, organization, substance, support (particularly the ability to marshal several appropriate examples from a body of relevant texts), style, grammar, and mechanics.

At the beginning of each session of the exam, the student will be provided with a set of three questions for the designated area. The student will choose any one of those three questions to which to respond. Each question must be based directly upon a group of texts and/or terms explicitly specified on the reading list. Students have two hours to respond to each question, so that the total exam time comprises six hours. The exam will be divided into three separate two-hour sessions with a break between each session. The student may take the exam over a series of three days, writing one essay per day; or, if the student’s schedule will not permit the three-day option, the student may take the exam over the course of two days or a single day. The graduate coordinator will schedule a list of dates and times for administering the exam. Students must sign up for three sessions within the allotted schedule. The student may choose the order in which each of the three areas will be administered. The graduate coordinator or a substitute will administer the exam. Exams must be typed, and students will be provided with a computer to write their responses. (The examination schedule and the conditions of taking the examination will be modified as necessary reasonably to accommodate a documented case of disability. The examination committee chair, the student, and the Office of Disability Services will work in concert to make such modifications.)

It is the student’s responsibility to form an examination committee consisting of three English graduate faculty members, one of whom serves as the exam committee chair. An “Application for Comprehensive Examination” form must be signed by the three committee members and submitted to the graduate coordinator per the schedule at the end of this document. Each faculty member on the committee must have an adequate background in at least one of the student’s elected areas of study. It is the committee chair’s responsibility to make sure that the student receives the reading list for each designated area well in advance of the exam (see dates below). Finally, the exam committee chair advises the student as to the best strategies for preparing for the exam and, in general, gives the student as much support as possible throughout the exam process.

Each faculty member on the student’s committee provides the student with a reading list well in advance of the exam covering one of the designated areas of study. The area of study may be related to a course the student has taken with the faculty member. However, it is important that the comprehensive exam be more extensive in scope than a final exam for a course. Therefore, the reading list must extend beyond whatever texts were assigned for the course. To prevent students from being overburdened by the exam, the following limit has been placed upon lists:

If the list is related to a literature course the student has taken, then it may consist of any of the assigned texts for the course and up to five additional primary texts and two additional secondary texts.*

If the list is related to a non-literature course the student has taken, then it may consist of any assigned texts for the course and up to seven additional texts.*

If the list is not related to a particular course, then it may consist of no more than twelve total texts.*

These are absolute limits, and any list with more texts than allowed will be reduced to the appropriate number by the graduate coordinator and/or the department chair.

*For the purposes of the lists, a collection of essays or short works (e.g. sonnets or other brief lyric poems, short stories, video shorts) comprises a single “text.” If there is any confusion as to whether a particular work or group of works comprises a single text, the graduate coordinator and the department chair will make a determination on the matter.

It is the responsibility of the examination committee chair and the graduate coordinator to make sure that each of the other committee members provides the student with the appropriate reading list well in advance of the exam (see dates below). Each member of the committee must provide the graduate coordinator with a copy of the respective reading list. Committee members must also give a copy of their questions to the graduate coordinator, who will ascertain whether the questions fall within the scope of the reading list and whether they may be adequately answered within the two-hour time limit.
The following is an example of a reading list based on an exam on Chaucer. (Please note that the typical 500-level Chaucer course does not cover Troilus and Criseyde or dream visions such as The Book of the Duchess, so this list requires students to do outside reading in addition to the reading they would have done for the Chaucer course.)
--From The Canterbury Tales:

The General Prologue

The Knight’s Tale

The Miller’s Tale

The Reeve’s Tale

The Wife of Bath’s Prologue and Tale

The Pardoner’s Prologue and Tale

The Nun’s Priest’s Prologue and tale

The Clerk’s Tale OR The Franklin’s Tale

The Friar’s Tale OR The Summoner’s Tale

--Troilus and Criseyde

--The Book of the Duchess OR The House of Fame OR The Parliament of Fowls

--Read two of the following critical works: D. W. Robertson, A Preface to Chaucer; Lee Patterson, Chaucer and the Subject of History; David Wallace, Chaucerian Polity

--Know the following literary and critical terms: allegory, fabliau; romance; dream vision, medieval estates satire; subjectivity
The following are sample questions for a comprehensive exam on Chaucer:
1. D. W. Robertson claims that all of Chaucer’s works must adhere to the doctrine of caritas. In other words, they inevitably demonstrate the medieval doctrine that charitable love is the highest human endeavor, such that any Chaucerian character that does not practice caritas is to be viewed satirically and those characters that do are to be viewed as ideals. Using several specific examples drawn from Troilus and Criseyde and at least three other Chaucerian texts, support or refute Robertson.

2. Do characters such as Criseyde, the Wife of Bath, Griselda, and May challenge medieval stereotypes of femininity or perpetuate them? First, describe the construction of female gender in the cultural context of late medieval England. Then use specific examples drawn from Troilus and Criseyde and at least three other Chaucerian texts to support your view of female gender construction in Chaucer.

Students must pass all three portions of the exam in order to satisfy the comprehensive examination requirement, necessary for completion of the English M.A. Students have the option of taking the GRE subject test in English in lieu of the comprehensive exam, but they must score a minimum of 550 on it. 
The procedure for evaluating the comprehensive exam is as follows:

Each essay written for the comprehensive exam is to be graded on a pass/fail basis. Essays of particular distinction may receive a “high pass.”

Essays should be evaluated on clarity, logic, organization, substance, support (particularly, the ability to marshal several appropriate examples from a body of relevant texts), style, grammar, and mechanics.

Each essay shall be evaluated first by the faculty member who wrote the questions for that part of the exam. If the faculty member judges that the student passed, then the student will receive a passing mark (“high pass” or “pass”) for that part of the exam. If the faculty member judges that the student failed, then the committee chair will also evaluate the student’s essay. In the event that the committee chair was the first evaluator, then another member of the committee must be designated as the second evaluator. If the second evaluator also judges that the student failed that portion of the exam, then the student will have to retake it. If the second evaluator judges that the student passed that part of the exam, then the graduate coordinator will be designated the third evaluator in order to break the tie. In the event that the graduate coordinator was the question writer or the exam committee chair, then the department chair shall serve as the tie breaker. If the result of the third evaluation is a “fail,” then the student must retake that part of the exam. If the result of the third evaluation is a passing mark, then the student will receive a “pass” for that part of the exam.

A student who fails any part of the exam will have one opportunity to rewrite his or her answer to the question selected (or to write, one time only, on either of the two questions not originally selected). The student shall be allowed to confer with the relevant committee member(s) regarding the failing response, and the committee member(s) will be reasonably available for such conference and/or will make a written assessment of the failure available to the student. The retake must occur within 10 days of the original test date. No part of the exam may be retaken a third time. Therefore, students who fail any part of the exam a second time will not be allowed to graduate.

The comprehensive examination process shall adhere to the following deadlines: 

Students taking the exam in the Fall must

Form their committee and submit their “Application for Comprehensive Examination” by September 1

Receive their reading lists by September 15


Take the exam between November 1 – November 15

Students taking the exam in the Spring must
Form their committee and submit their “Application for Comprehensive Examination” by February 1


Receive their reading lists by February 15

Take the exam between April 1 – April 15

Students taking the exam in the Summer will devise a schedule with the graduate coordinator before May 1.
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