Clinical Comprehensive Exams  (revised 01/17/2013)

Comprehensive exams represent an important milestone in your graduate career.  The Clinical Program has adopted a comps system that is intended to sample behaviors that reflect your professional development as a clinical scientist.  To achieve this end, the comps system is modeled after the kinds of scholarly activities in which you, as a clinical scientist, will engage (manuscript submission, grant applications, job talks, etc.).   Three goals that also guided revision of the comps system were: 1) to reduce the many stressors associated with the comps process; 2) to sample behaviors relevant to the activities of a clinical scientist and 3) to emphasize the learning and exchange that is an important part of scholarly activities that clinical scientists deal with regularly in their careers.

The comps system is based on the "manuscript submission model."  That is, it is a written test followed by a written response to written critiques of the original answers.  If you have submitted manuscripts to journals, you know that it is extremely rare for an initial submission to be accepted.  Peer review inevitably results in suggested changes or calls for clarification.   An important dimension to this system is the opportunity to get direct and detailed feedback from peer review (i.e., comps raters) as well as an opportunity to respond to this feedback to help clarify your response.  This exchange process is an important aspect of scholarly activity that the comps system attempts to emulate. 

Given that peer review is unlikely to result in immediate acceptance, "Revise and resubmit" is a very good outcome of the initial comps exams.  We expect that nearly all students will have to revise and resubmit all or most of their answers.  In fact, we consider the complete passing of initial answers to be so rare and outstanding, that the designation (suitable for your c.v.) of "Passing with Honors" is awarded if a student passes at least 3 of the 4 comps questions (2 G/I and 2 RAS) with their first answers (i.e., not having to revise and resubmit).

Passing comps and advancing to doctoral candidacy is an important milestone in one’s graduate education, and it also offers an opportunity for focused learning and additional preparation for one’s professional career.  We hope that our comps system helps achieve these goals. The following outlines the comps process.  

1. Take home exam, with a 65-hour turn-around for 2 general/integrative questions then another 65-hour turn-around time for the additional 2 specialized questions the following week

2. Offered twice per year.  General/Integrative comps will be given on the first Friday of October and Spring General/Integrative comps will be given on the Friday of spring break.  All students will be given the G/I questions at the same time (Friday at 4:00pm with a deadline of Monday at 9:00am) for that particular semester.  The RAS section can be given anytime within six months of the G/I section (i.e., up to six months earlier or six months later).

3. Four questions:  two general/integrative (G/I) and two research area/specific (RAS) questions related to programmatic research

4. 
G/I:  Two general questions that draw from and may integrate the following areas:



Psychometrics



Assessment



Psychopathology



Ethics



Therapy/interventions



Clinical research methods



Diversity



Development



History and systems

These questions are created and graded by clinical area comps committee (minimum of four clinical faculty members).

5. 
RAS:  Two specific questions are related to dissertation area of research:

These questions are developed and graded by clinical faculty on the dissertation committee.  Criteria for dissertation committee membership are specified in the Graduate Student Handbook.  This means that the student should ideally have their dissertation committee formed before taking comps (with an area of interest in mind), but they can still take comps before proposing their dissertation.  At a minimum, they must have confirmed the minimum of three clinical faculty members for their dissertation committee.  If the student has selected four committee members from clinical to serve on their dissertation committee, then all four of the committee members will participate in comprehensive exams.  Specifically, all clinical faculty members on the student’s dissertation committee will write and grade the two questions related to programmatic research.  In addition, the student may petition the clinical faculty (by submitting a request to the chair of the comps committee) to add one additional member of the dissertation committee to the RAS graders, if that member has unique expertise that is relevant to the student’s specialty area.

6.
Faculty will submit their feedback and ratings to the graduate administrator no later than Wednesday of the week following the completion of the exam.  All feedback and ratings will be distributed to respective G/I and RAS comps raters prior to sending feedback to students.  This will be done to allow for discussion of potential issues/concerns with regard to feedback and/or ratings.  As soon as the ratings are final for all students, each student will be notified whether or not he or she will need to revise at least one of the answers.
7. 
First feedback is given in written format similar to manuscript reviews (with grade):


3=Outstanding; No revisions needed


2=Revise and resubmit


1=Reject

Note that, as with a manuscript submission, an initial grade of “Accept” will be reserved for unusually outstanding and complete answers.  Students who receive “Accept” grades on at least three of the four questions (both G/I questions and both RAS questions) will be designated as passing comps “With Honors.”  

8.
The grading scheme for each question from the first draft of the comps answers is:


2.51–3.0=Passed


1.5–2.5=Revise and resubmit


1.0–1.49=Failed 
Students who receive an average between 1.5 and 2.5 have to respond to feedback  and usually revise that particular answer.  Thus a “revise and resubmit” decision would necessitate a revision of the answer unless the student can make a convincing rebuttal to the review.  To revise their answers, students will have the same period of time the following week (Friday at 4:00pm until Monday at 9:00am), regardless of whether one or two answers have to be revised.  As with a manuscript resubmission, students should include a cover letter that briefly summarizes each of the concerns noted by reviewers and the student’s response to the concern, including the changes that were made in the revision.  In addition, any changes or new text in the answers themselves should be highlighted.  Note that failure of either of the two questions constitutes failure of the given section of comps for that semester, and they would have to re-take that section of comps (RAS or G/I) the next semester that it is offered. 
9. 
Faculty will have one week from the completion of the exam to grade the revised answers.  These answers (including the letter that explains the revisions) are graded on a 2-point scale:


2=Accept


1=Reject

10. 
The grading scheme for each question from the revised answers is:


1.5–2.0=Passed


1.0–1.49=Failed 
This grade on the revision is what stands for the final grade on each question.  Ratings of 1.5 and above are considered a passing answer/“accept”.  Students must ultimately receive an “accept” decision on both of the questions in each section.  In other words, students must pass two out of two questions in the section at any one semester for a “pass” on that section.  If either question is failed, then the student has failed that section of comps and must re-take that section the next time comps are offered.   

11.    
It is possible that a student can pass one section (e.g., the general/integrative section) but not pass the second section (e.g., the specialized research section).  The student would need to re-take the failed section (in this example, the specialized research section) the next time that comprehensive exams are offered.  Given that there is already a chance to revise answers, there will not be any re-takes offered in the same semester.  If a student fails both sections of the exam, then they are subject to dismissal from the program, pending review by the clinical faculty.
12. 
If the student fails either section of comps two times, then they are subject to dismissal from the program, pending review by the clinical faculty.
13. 
Students cannot discuss the questions or answers with anyone, anywhere (faculty or students or non-faculty or non-students) during the original 48-hour period or the 48-hour revision period.  Students are expected to abide by all relevant ethical principles while taking comprehensive exams.  Students’ work is expected to be original, with appropriate use of citations and quotations when referring to the work of others.  As per university policy, evidence of plagiarism will be treated as a serious infraction of academic honesty, with consequences up to and including dismissal from the program. 
14. 
There is a 10 page maximum for each answer (double spaced, 12-point font, 1" margins).  The revised manuscript can be up to 12 pages (double spaced, 12-point font, 1" margins).  Citations should be given in the text of the original answer as well as the revised answer, and a reference list should be submitted.  The reference list and the cover letter for the revised answers do not count toward the above page limits.

15. 
The suggested reading list for the general/integrative questions can be considered the following:  Students will be encouraged to read the major journals in the area (Psychological Bulletin, JCCP, J of Abnormal Psychology, American Psychologist) and to get syllabi from recent courses in order to prepare for comps.  The suggested readings for the specific programmatic research questions would include specialized journals in that area of study as well as major articles on the topic that are in the major journals mentioned above.

16. 
The major area paper is still an option that has guidelines delineated in the Graduate Handbook.

17.    
If the student’s area of dissertation research changes after successfully completing comps, he/she does not need to re-take the specialized research section of comps.

