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Division of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies 
Comprehensive Examination 

Policy and Procedure Statement 
Ed.D. Program 

 
  
 
General Description 
 
Educational Leadership doctoral students are required to successfully complete a written and oral 
comprehensive examination before developing a dissertation proposal and conducting a research 
study.  The purpose of the comprehensive examination is to stimulate reflection on students’ 
previous studies and experiences, while pushing them to look ahead to a possible area for 
conducting their research.  In this sense, the comprehensive examination process is meant to be a 
“bridge” between the concepts, theories, and practices introduced in the program and a future 
researchable topic area. 
 
To achieve this purpose, there are several guiding principles of the examination: 
 
 • The exam is intended to allow students to apply relevant theories, concepts, and practices 

experienced during their doctoral program; 
 • The exam is intended to assist students in thinking about the most significant trends and 

problems facing leaders of educational organization; 
 • The exam is intended to promote students’ creative thinking about future research 

studies; and 
 • Therefore, the exam is not a dissertation research proposal, but is intended to allow 

students to demonstrate a comprehensive and broad-based view of leadership practice 
and research. 

 
To assist students in preparing for and thinking through the trends, issues, and problems they will 
explore in the comprehensive exam, the specific component of the exam will be provided to 
students early in their doctoral program.  Our expectations, therefore, are that students will be 
better able to apply concepts from their courses, share ideas and insights with their peers, and 
clarify questions and issues with their Program Advisor and faculty throughout their program of 
studies. 
 
The Ed.D. Comprehensive Examination, as required by the Graduate School, consists of two 
portions, a written exam and an oral exam.  The written examination is comprised of five 
sections (see actual exam at the end of this document): 
  

1. Environmental Scan—A Macro Perspective 
2. Literature Review and Problem Identification 
3. Leadership and Organizational Implications 
4. An Agenda for Research 
5. Research Methodology 

 
The oral portion of the exam is scheduled upon successful completion of the written exam.  The 
major purpose of the oral exam are threefold: (1) to clarify and expand on responses given to the 
written question; (2) to demonstrate a workable knowledge and ability to interpret and critique 
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salient ideas, concepts, and theories pertinent to educational leadership; and (3) to ascertain a 
student’s readiness to carry out the tasks associated with the completion of the doctoral program. 
 
Scheduling of Examination 
 
Once the student has fulfilled all the eligibility requirements to take the exam, the written exam 
is scheduled by the student’s Ed.D. Program Advisor and may be taken at any time that is agreed 
upon by the student, Program Advisor, and Program Committee.  The exam is completed in a 
take-home format and decisions about beginning and ending dates are determined between the 
student and Program Committee. 
 
The oral exam is scheduled by the Program Advisor once the written exam has been successfully 
completed and a date, time and place has been arranged by the student and agreed to by all 
comprehensive committee members.  The Graduate School must have at least three weeks 
notification prior to the examination date.  The Graduate School will approve and publicize the 
oral examination date.  All members of the faculty are invited to attend and graduate students 
may also attend with the permission of the chairperson of the committee. 
 
Comprehensive Examination Committee (Oral Portion) 
 
Each student is assigned a Comprehensive Examination Committee composed of members of the 
student’s Ed.D. Program Committee and a representative of the Graduate Faculty who is chosen 
in consultation with the Program Advisor and appointed by the Graduate School.  The 
representative of the Graduate Faculty must be outside of the Division of Educational Leadership 
and Policy Studies (ELPS).  This committee, chaired by the chair of the Program Committee, is 
responsible for evaluating the oral comprehensive examination. 
 
Eligibility to Take Examination 
 
In order to take the written comprehensive examination, a student must: (1) have been granted 
regular admission to the program; (2) have filed an approved plan of study; (3) have completed 
at least 36 hours (including ELPS Doctoral Core Seminars, all required ELPS hours), 60 hours if 
baccalaureate only student, of work applicable toward the degree, and at least 24 hours on UNC 
campus; (4) have maintained a grade average of at least 3.0 in his/her degree program; (5) have 
received a progress letter after a minimum of 10 hours (which must include ELPS Doctoral Core 
Seminar One); (6) have received a second progress letter from the Division and the Graduate 
School after a minimum of 20 semester hours (which must include completion of ELPS Doctoral 
Cores One and Two); (7) have had an oral comprehensive examination committee appointed; 
and (8) have obtained written approval from the program advisor. 
 
A student must obtain and complete a form titled “Permit to Take Written Comprehensive 
Examination” from the ELPS Division office at least two weeks before the exams are scheduled 
to begin. 
 
In order to take the oral examination the student must have successfully passed the written 
portion of the exam.  As noted above, the Program Advisor will schedule this exam with the 
Graduate School by forwarding a completed “Request to Schedule Doctoral Examinations” form. 
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Criteria on Which the Examinations are Judged 
 
The general criteria for assessing the student’s performance on the Ed.D. Comprehensive Exam 
are as follows.  The student will demonstrate: 
 

1. A workable knowledge of salient ideas, concepts, and theories. 
2. The ability to interpret and critique these ideas, concepts, and theories. 
3. The ability to apply these ideas, concepts, and theories to practical settings and issues. 
4. Evidence that the Ed.D. Program has contributed to your scholarly orientation. 
5. Readiness to move ahead independently in conducting a dissertation study. 

 
More specifically, the responses to the written examination will be judged by the following 
criteria: 
  

1. Rationale and clarity of addressing a significant educational leadership, organizational, 
and/or policy issue; 

2. Clarity and continuity of thinking based in concepts established in the literature; 
3. Articulation of a rational case using relevant factors; 
4. Clearly addressing all the parts and the parameters of the question; and  
5. Writing must be well organized, concisely, and precisely written.    
6. A 52 page maximum, exclusive of references and figures, is required. 

 
 
The responses to the oral examination will be judged by the following criteria: 
  

1. The responses must be well organized. 
2. The responses must be clearly and precisely presented. 
3. The responses must address all parts and the parameters of the question. 
4. The responses must demonstrate a depth and breadth of content knowledge related to the 

question being asked. 
5. The responses must be well grounded in appropriate literature. 

 
Assessment and Evaluation of the Examination 
 
The written examination will be read and evaluated by all members of the student’s Program 
Committee.  The following assessment system will be used: 
 

Honors Pass—The student has responded to all parts of the examination in an outstanding 
manner. 

  
Pass—The student has responded to all parts of the examination in an acceptable manner. 
 
Fail: Retake Permitted—The student has failed to respond in an acceptable manner to one 
or more of the parts asked and this is the first time the exam has been taken.  The exam 
cannot be retaken until the next semester. 
 
Fail—The student has failed to respond in an acceptable manner to one or more of the 
parts asked, no retake is permitted, and the student’s program is terminated. 
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All but one of the Program Committee members must agree to a grade of Pass or Honors Pass 
for a student to successfully complete this exam.  The chairperson of the committee will notify 
the Graduate School of the results of the exam. 
 

The performance on the oral examination will be judged by the student’s Comprehensive 
Examination Committee.  The following evaluation system will be used: 

 
Honors Pass—The student has responded to all questions on the examination in an 
outstanding manner. 
 
Pass—The student has responded to all questions in an acceptable manner. 
 
Will Pass if Meet Stated Conditions—Specific conditions must be met for the student to 
pass. 
 
Unsatisfactory—A retake of the oral examination is permitted.  The retake must be 
scheduled during a subsequent semester. 
 
Fail—No retake is permitted, and student’s program is terminated. 

 
All but one of the Comprehensive Examination Committee members must agree to a grade of 
Pass or Honors Pass or that stated conditions have been met for a student to successfully 
complete this exam.  Again the chairperson of the committee will notify the Graduate School on 
the results of the exam on the “Report of the Oral Comprehensive Examination” form. 
 
Written Examination Feedback System 
 
Once the written comprehensive examinations have been graded, students should meet with the 
chair of their committee (who normally is the Program Advisor) for the proposes of: (1) 
reviewing the feedback given on these exams; (2) preparing for the oral comprehensive 
examination; and/or (3) if the student has not passed the written portion of the exam, assisting in 
preparing for re-taking the written portion.  The committee chair may request that students meet 
with other committee members as needed. 
 
Examination Retake 
 
Students who fail the written comprehensive exam may be allowed to one retake of the exam.  
This retake will be scheduled by the chairperson of the Program Committee.  A second permit is 
required for the retake.  If a student fails the retake examination, his/her degree program will be 
terminated. 
 
Students who receive an unsatisfactory grade on the oral comprehensive exam are allowed one 
retake of this exam.  Again, this retake will be scheduled by the Program Advisor. 
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Doctor of Education (Ed.D.) in Educational Leadership 

Comprehensive Examination 

 

The purposes of this written comprehensive examination are for the student to demonstrate a broad knowledge of 
historical trends and current issues facing educators, to examine leadership theories and concepts, and to identify a 
research method that is appropriate for understanding a leadership problem. 

 

Part I.  Environment Scan – A Macro Perspective 

 

Describe one or more significant educational leadership, organizational, or policy trends at a global, national, 
regional, and/or state level.  Discuss these trends in terms of salient indicators from the past, occurring presently, 
and anticipated in the future.  Provide a transition that connects the trends you identified to the focus of your 
literature review.  [Caution: This macro view provides a broad perspective on trends rather than a narrow focus on a 
problem that you explore later in this examination.]  

 

Part II.  Literature Review and Problem Identification 

 

Provide a review of the literature that frames a clearly identified set of problems related to the trends noted in your 
environmental scan.  In your review include significant theories and concepts from your doctoral studies, as well as 
findings of previous research related to the problems and these theories and concepts.  At the conclusion of your 
analysis: 

• Identify a problem you believe to be important for consideration by educational leaders today, and 
• Provide a rationale as to why this is a significant problem. 

 

Part III.  Leadership and Organizational Implications 

 

Based on your review of literature and identification of a problem in Part II, address the following: 

• Identify individuals and/or groups that want to solve the problem and discuss why they are interested in its 
resolution; 

• Discuss the potential barriers faced by educational leaders as they work with those interested in resolving the 
problem; and  

• Prepare a set of recommendations for leaders that take into consideration the barriers discussed above and 
that are aimed at resolving the problem, and provide a rationale that supports these recommendations. 

 

Part IV.  An Agenda for Research 

 

Propose a research agenda, including the following: 

• Identify and discuss several different issues worth empirically investigating that might reasonably contribute 
to a better understanding of the problem; and 

• Select one of the research issues and identify three to five research questions and/or hypotheses that are 
grounded in conceptual frameworks, theories, and/or prior research explored in Part II.  [Caution: the research 
questions and/or hypotheses should be sufficiently different that they would suggest studies of various aspects 
of the chosen research issue.] 

 

Part V.  Research Methodology 
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Select one of your research questions or hypotheses and then describe and defend a methodology that could be used 
to study the problem.  Include additional research questions or hypotheses related to this overarching 
question/hypothesis, the research setting(s), subjects, concepts or variables of interest, data collection and analysis 
methods, and such issues as reliability and validity (or trustworthiness of the data) as appropriate to the 
methodology. 
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