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DOCTORAL CANDIDACY ASSESSMENT 

 

Note: 

 In November 2023, the CGPS Faculty Council approved a policy change to replace the 
requirement for a comprehensive examination with a doctoral candidacy assessment. 

 For a student to transition from Ph.D. student to Ph.D. candidate, the candidacy assessment 
must be completed within 24 months of the PhD program's start date for a student to 
transition from PhD student to PhD candidate. 

 This new policy will take effect on May 1, 2024. 
 

 
 
 The Doctoral Candidacy Assessment is a requirement for all new PhD students in the Health 
Sciences Graduate Program, starting on May 1, 2024. Students who began their program prior to this 
date may choose to adopt the new Candidacy Assessment format or continue with the previous 
Comprehensive Exam format. 
 
Purpose 
 
As noted by CGPS, the purpose of the candidacy assessment is for doctoral students to 
demonstrate they have: 

1. An adequate grasp of the current state of knowledge in the intended field of research. 
2. The ability to conduct advanced original research independently using relevant 

methodologies. 
3. The ability to communicate in ways appropriate to their research and practice (and, if 

applicable, other knowledge or skill requirements for the discipline). 

 
Notable highlights: 
 

 Completion Timeline: The Candidacy Assessment must be completed within 24 months of 
the student’s initial registration (or within 36 months for students transferring from a 
master’s to a PhD program). 

 Prerequisites for Assessment: The Candidacy Assessment is conducted after the student 
has fulfilled all for-credit coursework and ethics training requirements outlined in their 
study program. 

 Approval Process: The student’s Research Advisory Committee (RAC) is responsible for 
approving the successful completion of the Candidacy Assessment. 

 Transcript Notation: For students completing their doctoral Candidacy Assessment on or 
after May 1, 2024, a notation will be added to their transcripts. The transcript will include a 
level-specific comment stating: 

o Doctoral Candidacy Assessment Satisfied – Major Code 
o Date Completed (dd-month-yyyy) 
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For the Health Sciences Graduate Program, the assessment will include both written and oral 
components, enabling the student’s RAC to assess whether the student has developed a 
comprehensive and advanced understanding of their subject matter. 
 
Principles  
 
The Candidacy Assessment should be a valuable and constructive process for the student, 
enhancing their career development and evaluating their progress as an independent thinker. 
 
The assessment will: 
 

 Examine the student’s academic readiness for pursuing an academic career within their 
chosen field of scholarly interest. 

 Evaluate the student’s preparedness to conduct research in their specific study area. 
 Demonstrate the student’s ability to critically analyze and evaluate existing knowledge 

within the context of their research area. 
 Exhibit the student’s understanding of ethical considerations in human research. 
 Showcase the student’s working knowledge of statistical and methodological principles 

relevant to research. 
 
 
All coursework required by the RAC must be completed before initiating the Candidacy Assessment. 
It is important to note that the Candidacy Assessment is a distinct and independent requirement 
of the Ph.D. program and is not intended to fulfill any other program requirements. Specifically, the 
written components of the assessment are not designed to overlap with or expedite progress toward 
completing the dissertation. Also, note that the Candidacy Assessment must be held at a meeting 
separate from the regular RAC meetings or a ‘permission to write’ meeting.  
 
 
Each Ph.D. student must successfully complete the Candidacy Assessment before being 
considered a Ph.D. candidate. As noted earlier, the Candidacy Assessment must be completed 
within 24 months of the student’s initial registration (or within 36 months for students transferring 
from a master’s to a Ph.D. program). Students will be evaluated by their supervisor and the RAC. The 
examination panel will be chaired by the committee chair of the student’s committee. 
 
Candidacy Assessment Format 
 
The Health Sciences Graduate program provides two assessment formats: the Grant Proposal 
format and the Traditional format. Both formats are described below. For more details, please 
contact ovdr.grad@usask.ca. 
 

Grant Proposal Format 
 
Topics 
 
Topics for the proposal should align with the student’s field of study but must not be identical to their 
doctoral research. The process is as follows: 
 



Candidacy Assessment guidelines for the Health Sciences graduate program.                                 
First by Dr. Erique Lukong on No 15, 2024, and reviewed and approved by the Health Science 

Program Committee in December 2024 

3 

1. Proposal Development   
The student, in consultation with the supervisor, will propose three well-developed research topics. 
Each topic must include a title and a summary (300–500 words) that clearly defines the research 
question being addressed. Typically, developing these topics takes 2–4 weeks. 

2. Submission to RAC 
o The supervisor and student must submit the proposed topics to the RAC at least 12 weeks 

before the anticipated oral examination date. 
o The RAC will review and vote to select one of the proposed topics. This decision will be 

finalized at least 11 weeks before the oral examination. 
o The RAC may also provide instructions or clarifications to refine the chosen topic. 

3. Proposal Preparation 
Once the topic is approved, the student has 60 days to prepare a written proposal. During this time: 

o The oral exam date and venue will be arranged in coordination with the OVDR graduate 
studies (ovdr.grad@usask.ca). 

o The completed proposal must be submitted to the RAC approximately 2.5 weeks before the 
oral examination (minimum of two working weeks). 

4. Evaluation Process 
o One week before the oral examination, RAC members will submit their evaluation (Pass or 

Fail) of the written proposal to the committee chair. 
o The chair will notify the student of the written examination result at least three business 

days before the oral examination. 

 
 
Format  
 
Students must prepare a grant proposal based on the currently accepted formats for a Canadian Institutes 

of Health Research (CIHR) application, with some modifications (see Guidelines below). It is important 
to note that, unlike CIHR applications, the grant proposal will be assessed not on the 
transformative potential of the research but on how clearly and logically the proposal identifies 
a problem and seeks to address it. 
 
 
 
Guidelines for grant proposal preparation: 
Formatting Guidelines: 
 

 Font: Minimum 12-point Times New Roman in black. 
 Line Spacing: Single spacing. 
 Margins: Minimum of 2 cm (0.79 inch) on all sides. 
 Page Limit: The research proposal section should not exceed 10 pages, including figures 

and tables.  
 
Proposal Structure: 
 
1. Title Page 

o Project Title: A concise and descriptive title of the proposed research. 
o Candidate Information: Name, department, and supervisor. 
o Date of Submission: The date the document is submitted. 

2. Lay Abstract: 
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o Summary: A brief overview of the research project written in non-technical 
language, highlighting the significance and potential impact. This section should be 
approximately 200–300 words (or ½ page) 

3. Introduction: (2-3 pages) 
o Background and Rationale: A comprehensive review of existing literature, 

identifying gaps that the proposed research aims to address. 
o Objectives/Hypotheses: Clear statements of the research goals and hypotheses 

to be tested. 
4. Research design and methodology: (4-6 pages) 

o Provide a detailed description of the research design under 2-4 experimental aims. 
Each aim may include: 

 Rationale: Why this study is important 
 Study Design: Type of study (e.g., experimental, observational). 
 Participants/Sample: Criteria for selection and recruitment strategies. 
 Data Collection: Methods and tools for gathering data. 
 Data Analysis: Statistical or qualitative methods to be used. 

 
5. Significance and Impact: (~1/2 page) 

o Discuss how the research will advance knowledge in the field and its potential 
implications. 

6. Knowledge Translation Plan: (~1/2 page) 
o Provide strategies for disseminating findings to stakeholders and the broader 

community.  
7. Conclusion: (~ ¼ page) 

o A concise recapitulation of the overall goals and research objectives. 
o Future directions that discuss potential follow-up studies or applications of the 

research findings. 
8. References: (Not part of the page limit) 

o CIHR does not mandate a specific citation style; however, consistency is crucial. 
Commonly used styles include APA, Vancouver, and Chicago.  

o Ensure that all in-text citations correspond to full references listed at the end of the 
document. 
 

Note:  
1. No budget/justification section is required 
2. No CCV required 
3. There is no assessment rubric (but evaluations are encouraged to note their comments for 

discussions if necessary) 
4. Consultation regarding formatting and structure is allowed. However, supervisors and others 

cannot critique, edit, or provide content prior to submission. 

 

Results of Written Examination (Grant Proposal Format Only) 

 
Before the oral examination, RAC members will determine a grade based on either consensus or 
majority vote (if consensus cannot be reached). The RAC will utilize the CGPS Grading System – 
Literal Descriptors (appended below) with a minimum pass mark of 70% when assessing the overall 
grade for the exam. Committee members will evaluate the student’s written examination as: 
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I. Pass: the written examination (grant) is acceptable in its current form. Here, acceptable 
should correspond to 1) Excellent, 2) Exceptional, or 3) Good in the University of 
Saskatchewan grading system. The member is satisfied with the student’s knowledge and is 
prepared to continue with the oral examination. There may be areas where the reviewer has 
questions about the grant that need clarification. So long as the lack of clarity does not result 
in the grade being assessed at a less than “good” (<70%), the written exam should still be 
considered a pass, and these issues can be brought up and clarified at the oral exam. 

 
II. Fail: the student’s work is deemed inadequate. The member is unwilling to continue the 

examination as they feel the student is unprepared for Ph.D. candidacy. 
 
The student must receive a pass (majority decision of the RAC) on the written component prior to 
proceeding with the oral exam.  
 
Note:  
In the event of a Fail being received for the written component:  

 The oral component will not be undertaken.  

 The student has a maximum of one year to take the examination a second time. Generally, a 
second attempt will occur within 2-3 months.  

 
Oral Examination Preparation 
 
The oral exam will take place three weeks following the submission of the grant proposal. During the 
oral exam, the student is expected to be able to discuss key areas or fields of research that are 
related to their own field(s) of study by answering questions posed by the examination committee 
based on or supplementing, the written grant proposal. The scope of the oral exam is not restricted 
to the grant proposal but may also explore the student’s ability to demonstrate a breadth and depth 
of understanding in the chosen topic area. 
 
The oral examination requires the participation of all committee members (a hybrid format is 
acceptable in exceptional cases). Should a student’s committee consist of more than the minimum 
number of voting members per CGPS policy, they are still all required to participate and vote for the 
Candidacy Assessment. Additional examiners may be added at the committee’s discretion. 
 
Process of the Oral Examination 
 
The oral examination will involve the student delivering a 10-minute PowerPoint presentation to the 
RAC. Following the presentation, RAC members will conduct two rounds of questioning to assess 
the student’s comprehensive understanding of the field and the proposal. The examination typically 
lasts 2–3 hours and will proceed as follows: 
 

1. Round 1: Each RAC member is allotted up to 20 minutes to evaluate the candidate through 
questions and discussion. 

2. Round 2: There is no set time limit per examiner. An examiner may conclude their 
questioning once they are satisfied with the candidate's responses. 

 
After the conclusion of Round 2, the student will be asked to leave the room while the committee 
deliberates and renders a decision. 
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The candidate may request a 15-minute break at any point during the examination. Additionally, the 
chair will check with the committee at the end of Round 1 to determine if a break is needed 
 
Expectations from the student: 
  
The PhD student is expected to meet the following criteria during their written and oral candidacy 
assessment: 

1. Demonstrate subject mastery: Clearly discuss the underlying theories, concepts, and 
issues relevant to the grant proposal topic. 

2. Articulate the research problem: Present the research problem in a coherent and well-
structured manner, ensuring clarity and precision. 

3. Justify the research significance: Provide a compelling rationale for the importance of 
conducting research in the proposed area. 

4. Develop a comprehensive research plan: Prepare a detailed and structured research plan 
suitable for a grant application, as outlined in the provided guidelines. 

5. Exhibit critical thinking: Respond to questions with thoughtful, well-reasoned answers that 
showcase critical thinking skills and advanced problem-solving abilities. 

6. Demonstrate research competency: Display qualities expected of an advanced research 
student, such as motivation to learn, intellectual curiosity, and professionalism 

7. Demonstrate communication competency: Effectively convey ideas and arguments 
through both written and oral formats, demonstrating clarity, precision, and adaptability in 
communication. 
 

 

Traditional Comprehensive Examination Format 
 
In this format, the student will prepare three papers, each approximately 10 double-spaced pages, 
prior to the oral examination. Four topics relevant to the student's research will be identified through 
consultation between the student and their RAC. At least two of these topics must include 
methodological content, such as research design, statistical analysis, or specific methodologies. 
Only one of the three papers may focus specifically on the student's thesis area. From these four 
topics, the student will select three, ensuring that at least one involves methodological content. 
 
An examiner will be assigned for each selected topic. If the RAC lacks the necessary expertise to 
evaluate certain topics, additional faculty members from the College of Graduate and Postdoctoral 
Studies (CGPS) may be temporarily added to the RAC to serve as examiners. Each examiner will 
provide a question related to their assigned topic, which the student will address in the 
corresponding paper. The student will have 60 days to complete the three papers. During this time, 
the oral exam date and venue will be arranged with the assistance of the Office of the Vice-Dean 
Research (OVDR) (ovdr.grad@usask.ca). 
 
The completed papers must be submitted to the RAC at least two and a half weeks (minimum of 10 
working days) before the oral exam. Each examiner will review their assigned paper and submit a 
Pass or Fail decision to the RAC Chair at least one week prior to the oral exam. The student must 
receive a Pass for all three papers to proceed to the oral examination. The Chair will inform the 
student of the written examination result no later than three business days before the oral exam. 
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Important timelines: 
 

~16-14 weeks prior to oral exam RAC decides the four topical areas and examiners 

~12 weeks prior to oral exam Student is provided with potential questions 

~11 weeks prior to oral exam Student identifies three questions and has 60 days to 
complete the papers. Oral exam date scheduled. 

~2.5 weeks prior to oral exam Papers circulated to examiners for evaluation 

1 week prior to oral exam Examiners notify Chair of evaluation (Pass or Fail) for their 
questions 

3 business days prior to oral exam Chair will notify student of evaluation (Pass or Fail) 

 
 
 
Format of Written Examination 
 
The student will prepare a paper of approximately 10 double-spaced pages in length (not including 
references) to address each question. The papers may be referenced in a style appropriate to the 
student’s research area and agreeable to the RAC.  
 
It is expected that the papers will be original works of the student with minimal input1 from the 
supervisor and others. Students have access to the Writing Centre Workshops for help editing the 
written component of their comprehensive exam by clicking on the following link:  
https://library.usask.ca/studentlearning/writing-help/  
 
 
Prior to the oral examination, each examiner will determine a grade based on the assessment of the 
question. The examiners will consider the CGPS Grading System – Literal Descriptors (appended 
below) with a minimum pass mark of 70% when determining the overall grade for the exam. 
Committee members will rate the student’s written examination as: 
 

I. Pass: the written examination (paper) is acceptable in its current form. Here, acceptable 
should correspond to 1) Excellent, 2) Exceptional or 3) Good in the University of 
Saskatchewan grading system. The member is satisfied with the student’s knowledge and is 
prepared to continue with the oral examination. There may be areas where the reviewer has 
questions about a paper that need clarification. As long as the lack of clarity does not result 
in the grade being assessed as less than “good” (<70%), the written exam should still be 
considered a pass, and these issues can be raised and clarified during the oral exam. 

 
II. Fail: the student’s work is deemed inadequate. The member is unwilling to continue the 

examination as they feel the student is not sufficiently prepared for Ph.D. candidacy. 
 

 
1 Acceptable assistance includes consultation regarding formatting and structure. Supervisors and others 
cannot critique, edit, or provide content prior to submission. 

https://library.usask.ca/studentlearning/writing-help/
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A passing grade for all three papers is required for the oral exam. If a grade of fail is given for 
one or more papers, the oral exam will be postponed, and the student will be given 2 weeks 
per failed paper to address the examiner’s comments. If, at this time, a passing grade is 
received, an oral exam will be scheduled as soon as possible.  

If a failing grade is received on the second attempt, the student will not proceed to the oral 
exam, and the assessment will be deemed failed. On the first attempt, a failing grade results in a 
designation of "failed with a requirement for reexamination," accompanied by additional work as 
determined by the committee. However, if a failing grade is received on the second attempt, the 
outcome is "failed with a recommendation to discontinue." 
 
Oral Examination Preparation 
 
The oral exam will take place within three weeks after submitting the papers. During the oral exam, 
the student is expected to be able to discuss the areas under examination as well as fields of 
research that are related to their own field(s) of study by answering questions posed by the 
examination committee based on or supplementing, the written part of the exam. The scope of the 
oral exam is not restricted to the papers but may also explore the student’s ability to demonstrate a 
breadth and depth of understanding in the chosen topic area. 
 
The oral examination requires the participation of all committee members (a hybrid format is 
acceptable). Should a student’s committee consist of more than the minimum number of voting 
members as per CGPS policy, they are still all required to participate and vote for the comprehensive 
examination. Additional examiners may be added at the committee’s discretion.  
 
Process of the Oral Examination 
 
The oral exam will consist of two rounds of questions with the objective of ensuring that the student 
has a mature grasp of the topical areas and the field as a whole. The examination will last no more 
than three hours (normally 2-3) and will normally proceed as follows:  
 
Round 1: Each member (depending on committee size) has 10-20 minutes to evaluate the candidate.  
Round 2: Generally briefer than round 1. If the examiner is satisfied, they may pass. 
  
Following completion of round 2, the student will be asked to leave, and the committee will meet to 
render a decision.  
 
At any time during the examination, the candidate may request a 15-minute break. The chair will ask 
the committee if a break is required after round 1.  
 
Expectations from the student: 
  
The student is expected to meet the following criteria during their written and oral candidacy 
assessment: 

1. Demonstrate subject mastery: Clearly discuss the underlying theories, concepts, and issues 
relevant to the three papers and their thesis research area 

2. Exhibit critical thinking: Respond to questions with thoughtful, well-reasoned answers that 
showcase critical thinking skills and advanced problem-solving abilities. 
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3. Demonstrate research competency: Display qualities expected of an advanced research 
student, such as motivation to learn, intellectual curiosity, and professionalism 

4. Demonstrate communication competency: Effectively convey ideas and arguments 
through both written and oral formats, demonstrating clarity, precision, and adaptability in 
communication. 

Results of Oral Examination (Both comprehensive examination Formats) 

 
At the completion of the oral exam, the RAC will determine a grade based on consensus or majority 
vote (if consensus cannot be reached). The RAC will consider the CGPS Grading System – Literal 
Descriptors (appended below) with a minimum pass mark of 70% when determining the grade for 
the oral exam. The RAC will select one of the following four outcomes based on the student’s 
performance: 
 

I. Pass: the student’s answers are acceptable in their current form. Here, acceptable should 
correspond to 1) Excellent or 2) Exceptional in the University of Saskatchewan grading 
system.  

II. Conditional Pass: the student’s answers are defensible yet may be lacking in some regard. 
Here, defensible should correspond to Good in the University of Saskatchewan grading 
system. Specifically, the examiner(s) may request that students address a focal deficit of 
their knowledge conveyed by their written work and answers within the oral exam. The extent 
of further work must be achievable within a two-week period following the exam and may 
include a revision to the written portion or a brief oral presentation. The expectations for 
further work must be precisely conveyed to the student. If the shortcoming cannot be 
addressed in this brief timeframe, a decision of Failed with requirement for reexamination 
should be given.  

III. Failed with the requirement for reexamination and as identified by the committee, 
completion of additional work; or 

IV. Failed with a recommendation to discontinue. 
 
A student failing a comprehensive examination is permitted a second examination (within 12 months 
maximum) with permission of the Dean of the College of Graduate Studies and Research. A second 
examination will normally take place within 2 – 3 months of the first examination. A second failure 
requires student withdrawal from the program.  
 
PhD students successfully completing the comprehensive examination are referred to as PhD 
candidates. 
 

Grading the Comprehensive Examination 
 
The RAC/examination committee will evaluate either the written and/or oral components of the 
student’s performance in the light of the CGPS literal descriptors below. Based on his/her evaluation 
each committee will specify whether the student has demonstrated an overall standing of at least 70 
– 79 which is “Satisfactory to Good” on the Literal Descriptors.  
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CGPS Grading System – Literal Descriptors 
Relationship between Literal Descriptor and Percentage Score  
 
90-100 Exceptional 
A superior performance with consistent strong evidence of 

 a comprehensive, incisive grasp of subject matter;  

 an ability to make insightful, critical evaluation of information;  

 an exceptional capacity for original, creative and/or logical thinking;  

 an exceptional ability to organize, to analyze, to synthesize, to integrate ideas, and to express 
thoughts fluently;  

 an exceptional ability to analyze and solve difficult problems related to subject matter. 
 
80-89 Very Good to Excellent 
A very good to excellent performance with strong evidence of 

 a comprehensive grasp of subject matter;  

 an ability to make sound critical evaluation of information;  

 a very good to excellent capacity for original, creative and/or logical thinking;  

 a very good to excellent ability to organize, to analyze, to synthesize, to integrate ideas, and 
to express thoughts fluently;  

 a very good to excellent ability to analyze and solve difficult problems related to subject 
matter. 

 
70-79 Satisfactory to Good 
A satisfactory to good performance with evidence of 

 a substantial knowledge of subject matter;  

 a satisfactory to good understanding of the relevant issues and satisfactory to good 
familiarity with the relevant literature and technology;  

 a satisfactory to good capacity for logical thinking;  

 some capacity for original and creative thinking;  

 a satisfactory to good ability to organize, to analyze, and to examine the subject matter in a 
critical and constructive manner;  

 a satisfactory to good ability to analyze and solve moderately difficult problems. 
 
 
60-69 Poor 
A generally weak performance, but with some evidence of 

 a basic grasp of the subject matter;  

 some understanding of the basic issues;  

 some familiarity with the relevant literature and techniques;  

 some ability to develop solutions to moderately difficult problems related to the subject 
matter;  

 some ability to examine the material in a critical and analytical manner. 
 
<60 Failure 
An unacceptable performance. 
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URL: http://www.usask.ca/calendar/gradstudies/additional/grading/  
 

Appeals  
Appeals of comprehensive examination committee decisions will defer to the University of 
Saskatchewan procedures on Student Appeals in Academic Matters:  
 

A graduate student who has a concern or question about the evaluation of her or his work or 
performance should consult with the chairperson of her or his advisory committee (or the 
department or college graduate advisor where no committee exists), the head of the department 
or the Dean of a non-departmentalized college or the Dean of Graduate Studies and Research 
before invoking formal procedures. If, after these consultations, the student is unsatisfied, he or 
she may petition the Ph.D. Committee (Ph.D. students) or the Academic Committee (all other 
students) of the College of Graduate Studies and Research for a formal ruling on the matter. If 
the concern relates to a written examination, essay or research paper, the student may request, 
or the Committee may institute a re-read procedure similar to that described for undergraduate 
students. If the concern involves any other form of assessment, the Committee shall consider 
and rule on it.  
 
The ruling by the Ph.D. or Academic Committee of the CGPS on a matter of substantive academic 
judgment will be final. This includes decisions on the acceptability of the thesis and the results 
of oral examinations. 

 
For the Health Sciences Graduate Program, the chain of reporting is as follows: 
 
 RAC Chair → Health Sciences Graduate Chair (Assistant Dean Graduate Studies, College of 
Medicine) → CGPS (Associate Dean). 
 
The website provides more detailed information about the Health Sciences Graduate Program 
comprehensive examination. Please note that each exam format has very specific timelines that 
must be adhered to. 
 

Appeals  
Appeals of comprehensive examination committee decisions will defer to the University of 
Saskatchewan procedures on Student Appeals in Academic Matters:  
 

A graduate student who has a concern or question about the evaluation of her or his work or 
performance should consult with the chairperson of her or his advisory committee (or the 
department or college graduate advisor where no committee exists), the head of the department 
or the Dean of a non-departmentalized college or the Dean of Graduate Studies and Research 
before invoking formal procedures. If, after these consultations, the student is unsatisfied, he or 
she may petition the Ph.D. Committee (Ph.D. students) or the Academic Committee (all other 
students) of the College of Graduate Studies and Research for a formal ruling on the matter. If 
the concern relates to a written examination, essay or research paper, the student may request, 
or the Committee may institute a re-read procedure similar to that described for undergraduate 
students. If the concern involves any other assessment form, the Committee shall consider and 
rule on it.  

http://www.usask.ca/calendar/gradstudies/additional/grading/
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The ruling by the Ph.D. or Academic Committee of the CGPS on a matter of substantive academic 
judgment will be final. This includes decisions on the acceptability of the thesis and the results 
of oral examinations. 
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