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Overview of the Comprehensive Examination  
 
The comprehensive exam questions focus on the student’s field of interest within the broader 
context of their doctoral specialization. During the formal coursework, students accumulate 
knowledge of theory and concepts in business management and/or organizational leadership, 
research findings and methodologies, and application of theory and research in the chosen area 
of focus. That knowledge must be demonstrated in the exam answers. Questions assess the 
readiness of the student/candidate to execute their dissertation.  
 
Students are not expected to produce original research for their comprehensive examination.  
However, the answers have to show a high level of critical thinking and demonstrate the ability 
to analyze, synthesize, evaluate, and apply theoretical constructs and research findings to 
professional practice. 
 
Comprehensive examination readers are the targeted audience for the answers. As part of the 
writing process, the student can produce multiple drafts of the answers, but cannot request 
feedback on them before submitting the final form for grading. All papers must represent 
individual work. 
 
The approach and philosophy above applies to students in the DBA (all concentrations) as well 
as the EdD in Organizational Leadership. Below, the DBA comprehensive examination structure 
is presented first.  The EdD OL comprehensive examination structure follows. 
 
The DBA Comprehensive Examination 
 
For purposes of the comprehensive examination, students in the DBA program must identify a 
research question that will be the basis for each of the three comprehensive examination 
questions.  Many students will already have a clear idea of their dissertation topic and should 
use this as a starting point.  Other students may use the comprehensive examination to “test” a 
possible dissertation topic. 
 
The research question per se will not be evaluated as part of the comprehensive examination; 
however, having a clear research question will assist in writing a quality comprehensive 
examination. Students are strongly advised to discuss their research question, prior to taking 
the comprehensive exam, with their program chair, advisor, or research faculty.   
 
 
Structure of the Comprehensive Examination  
 
The comprehensive exam consists of three questions, focused on: 



1) Research skills and knowledge,  
2) Understanding of seminal works in the DBA core topic areas, and  
3) Central and current principles, theories, and practices within the student’s chosen 

concentration. 
 
The three questions of the comprehensive exam may be answered in any order but draw upon 
one another.  A common and frequently good process to follow is (1) write the research 
question prior to the comprehensive exam; (2) draft an outline of each of the three 
comprehensive examination questions; (3) review and if appropriate revise the research 
question; and (4) write the responses to the comprehensive examination questions in the order 
best suited to the student.   
 
Response Structure: 
 
The comprehensive examination is structured to allow/require the student to demonstrate 
knowledge of and competency in the program outcomes of the DBA.  The examination does not 
require a “brain dump” of regurgitating every reading from every class of the program nor is the 
comprehensive examination meant to be as broad or as deep as the dissertation itself.  A 
quality performance on the comprehensive examination should demonstrate (a) the student’s 
readiness to begin the dissertation process and (b) that the student has a high probability of 
completing the dissertation in a reasonable time frame.   
 
Readiness for the dissertation demands a comfort level in both the research competencies 
needed to conduct an investigation and in competency in and across general 
leadership/management principles and behaviors as well as the student’s chosen area of 
expertise (either the concentration directly or a sub-field of that concentration).  Of particular 
importance is the demonstration of analytical competencies around the generalizabilty of the 
research outcome.  For the DBA program, and particularly for the Argosy program’s focus on 
scholarly approaches to practitioner roles, some level of generalizability is required for good 
research.  This does not mean that an outcome is generalizable to all situations; indeed, that is 
never the case in any question worth studying.  Being able to critically analyze when and how 
lessons “travel” from one setting to another is how a scholarly approach to practitioner 
responsibilities expresses itself. 
 
A second fundamental requirement of a quality business product – whether the comprehensive 
examination or the dissertation – is conciseness and clarity of delivery.  Less could be more.  
Responses must be complete to the question posed but should not try to cover every aspect of 
every possible interpretation of the question.  Indeed, a primary competency is to be able to 
state a question clearly, frame a response, and stay on topic.   No specific length of response 
is required for any question.  If length of response is mentioned at all (e.g. 7-10 pages), this is 
meant to provide general guidelines for typical responses.  Students will not be evaluated at a 
lower level for going under (or over) guidelines presented but only on the completeness and 
clarity of their response. 
 



APA Format: 
 
Each question must be presented in APA format.  Many business publications, including both 
academic journals and many professional associations, require articles and presentations to be 
submitted in APA format.   
 
APA guidelines are modified periodically.  The university will post, electronically and at campus 
locations, the edition of the APA guidelines currently being followed and this will be clearly 
communicated through multiple channels well before the examination process. 
 
Evaluation of the Comprehensive Examination: 
 
Students receive a maximum of two attempts to successfully complete the DBA comprehensive 
examination.  At least two readers will evaluate each comprehensive examination.  Students 
who receive an average score of “3” or higher on each question will receive an evaluation of 
“Credit” for the comprehensive examination.   
 
For students taking the comprehensive examination the first time, and who receive an average 
score below “3” on any or all questions, will initially receive an evaluation of “Rewrite”.  Only 
responses to questions that received scores below “3” must be rewritten.  Students will 
have a maximum of two weeks from the time they receive the “Rewrite” evaluation to re-submit 
the examination for consideration.  Failure to meet this timeline will lead to the “rewrite” 
evaluation being recorded as a “No Credit”. 
 
Depending on the depth and breadth of problems identified with the examination (represented in 
how far below “3” a student scores on each question), the program chair may recommend that 
the student decline the rewrite option and concentrate on preparation for a second 
comprehensive examination.  The student may also select to decline the rewrite option, accept 
the “fail” evaluation, and prepare for the second and final attempt at the comprehensive 
examination.  As a general rule, two or three questions with a score below “2”, or all three 
questions with a score below “3” are unlikely to improve performance enough to support a 
rewrite attempt. 
 
 The final rewrite/decline to rewrite decision rests with the student but the student should give 
serious consideration to the advice of the program chair.   
 
Students who receive a “No Credit” evaluation for the first comprehensive examination will be 
given the opportunity to take a new examination.  The same examination framework is used but 
the questions will be different.  In this second attempt, students must receive a “Credit”(that 
is, a score of “3” or higher on each question).  No rewrite option is available to students 
on their second comprehensive examination.   
 



Students are expected to take the second attempt in either the session or the semester 
following the unsuccessful attempt.  Any extension beyond the following semester must be 
approved by the program chair.  
 
 
The EdD OL Comprehensive Examination 
 
For purposes of the comprehensive examination, students in the EdD OL program must identify 
a research question that will be the basis for each of the three comprehensive examination 
questions.  Many students will already have a clear idea of their dissertation topic and should 
use this as a starting point.  Other students may use the comprehensive examination to “test” a 
possible dissertation topic. 
 
The research question per se will not be evaluated as part of the comprehensive examination; 
however, having a clear research question will assist in writing a quality comprehensive 
examination. Students are strongly advised to discuss their research question, prior to taking 
the comprehensive exam, with their program chair, advisor, or research faculty.   
 
 
Structure of the Comprehensive Examination  
 
The comprehensive exam consists of three questions, focused on: 

1) Research skills and knowledge,  
2) Understanding of seminal works in the OL core topic areas, and  
3) The practical and theoretical application of the research in organizational settings. 

 
The three questions of the comprehensive exam may be answered in any order but draw upon 
one another.  A common and frequently good process to follow is (1) write the research 
question prior to the comprehensive exam; (2) draft an outline of each of the three 
comprehensive examination questions; (3) review and if appropriate revise the research 
question; and (4) write the responses to the comprehensive examination questions in the order 
best suited to the student.   
 
 
Response Structure: 
 
The comprehensive examination is structured to allow/require the student to demonstrate 
knowledge of and competency in program outcomes of the EdD OL.  The examination does not 
require a “brain dump” of regurgitating every reading from every class of the program nor is the 
comprehensive examination meant to be as broad or as deep as the dissertation itself.  A 
quality performance on the comprehensive examination should demonstrate the student’s depth 
and breadth of knowledge in the field. 
 



Readiness for the dissertation demands a comfort level in both the research competencies 
needed to conduct an investigation and in competency in and across general leadership 
principles and behaviors.  Of particular importance is the demonstration of analytical 
competencies around the generalizabilty of the research outcome.  For the EdD OL program, 
and particularly for the Argosy program focus on scholarly approaches to practitioner roles, 
some level of generalizability is required for good research.  This does not mean that an 
outcome is generalizable to all situations; indeed, that is never the case in any question worth 
studying.  But being able to critically analyze when and how lessons “travel” from one setting to 
another is very much how a scholarly approach to practitioner responsibilities expresses itself. 
 
A second fundamental requirement of a quality comprehensive examination is conciseness and 
clarity of delivery.  Less could be more.  Responses must be complete to the question posed but 
should not try to cover every aspect of every possible interpretation of the question.  Indeed, a 
primary competency is to be able to state a question clearly, frame a response, and stay on 
topic.   No specific length of response is required for any question; if length of response is 
mentioned at all (e.g. 7-10 pages), this is meant to provide general guidelines for typical 
responses.  Students will not be evaluated at a lower level for going under (or over) guidelines 
presented but only on the completeness and clarity of their response. 
 
APA Format: 
 
Each question must be presented in APA format.  Many business publications, including both 
academic journals and many professional associations, require articles and presentations to be 
submitted in APA format.   
 
APA guidelines are modified periodically.  The university will post, electronically and at campus 
locations, the edition of the APA guidelines to be followed for any given semester and this will 
be clearly communicated through multiple channels well before the examination process. 
 
Evaluation of the Comprehensive Examination 
 
Students receive a maximum of two attempts to successfully complete the DBA comprehensive 
examination.  At least two readers will evaluate each comprehensive examination.  Students 
who receive an average score of “3” or higher on each question will receive an evaluation of 
“Credit” for the comprehensive examination.   
 
For students taking the comprehensive examination the first time, and who receive an average 
score below “3” on any or all questions, will initially receive an evaluation of “Rewrite”.  Only 
responses to questions that received scores below “3” must be rewritten.  Students will 
have a maximum of two weeks from the time they receive the “Rewrite” evaluation to re-submit 
the examination for consideration.  Failure to meet this timeline will lead to the “rewrite” 
evaluation being recorded as a “No Credit”. 
 



Depending on the depth and breadth of problems identified with the examination (represented in 
how far below “3” a student scores on each question), the program chair may recommend that 
the student decline the rewrite option and concentrate on preparation for a second 
comprehensive examination.  The student may also select to decline the rewrite option, accept 
the “fail” evaluation, and prepare for the second and final attempt at the comprehensive 
examination.  As a general rule, two or three questions with a score below “2”, or all three 
questions with a score below “3” are unlikely to improve performance enough to support a 
rewrite attempt. 
 
 The final rewrite/decline to rewrite decision rests with the student but the student should give 
serious consideration to the advice of the program chair.   
 
Students who receive a “No Credit” evaluation for the first comprehensive examination will be 
given the opportunity to take a new examination.  The same examination framework is used but 
the questions will be different.  In this second attempt, students must receive a “Credit”(that 
is, a score of “3” or higher on each question).  No rewrite option is available to students 
on their second comprehensive examination.   
 
Students are expected to take the second attempt in either the session or the semester 
following the unsuccessful attempt.  Any extension beyond the following semester must be 
approved by the program chair.  
 


