
Doctoral Candidacy Examination 
Establishing Candidacy Examination Procedures: Each department offering a doctoral 
degree is responsible for establishing detailed examination policies and procedures for 
the candidacy examination. These documents should be publicly available. 

The candidacy examination is an oral examination; some departments may also require 
that students take comprehensive written examinations prior to the candidacy 
examination, but such examinations do not form part of the candidacy examination 
itself. 

For candidacy examinations, students must demonstrate to the satisfaction of the 
examining committee that they possess: 

1. an adequate knowledge of the discipline and of the subject matter relevant to the thesis; 
2. the ability to pursue and complete original research at an advanced level; 

and 
3. the ability to meet any other requirements found in the department's published policy on 

candidacy examinations. 
The candidacy examination must be held within three years of the commencement of 
the program in accordance with the Degree of PhD of the University Calendar. The 
candidacy examination must be passed no less than six months prior to taking the final 
examination. 
Decision of the Candidacy Committee: The candidacy examination may result in one of 
the following outcomes: 

• Adjourned 
• Pass 
• Conditional pass 
• Fail and repeat the candidacy 
• Fail with a recommendation to terminate the doctoral program or for a change of category to a 

master's program. 

If the Examining Committee fails to reach a decision, the department will refer the 
matter to the Dean, FGSR, who will determine an appropriate course of action. 

When the decision is Conditional Pass or Fail, chairs may refer to the decision process 
flowchart found on the FGSR website.  

Adjourned: A majority of examiners must agree to an outcome of Adjourned. The 
candidacy examination should be adjourned in the event of compelling, extraordinary 
circumstances such as a sudden medical emergency taking place during the 
examination or possible offences under the Code of Student Behaviour after the 
examination has started. 
Pass: All or all but one of the examiners must agree to an outcome of Pass. If the 
student passes the candidacy examination, the department should complete the Report 
of Completion of Candidacy Examination form and submit it to the FGSR. 
Conditional Pass: A Conditional Pass is appropriate when the student has satisfied the 
committee in all but a very discrete area of deficiency that can addressed through a 
reasonable requirement (e.g., coursework, literature review, upgrading of writing skills). 

https://calendar.ualberta.ca/content.php?catoid=28&navoid=6997#the-degree-of-phd


Reworking of the entire candidacy proposal is not an acceptable condition and the 
examiners should consider the options available for a student that has failed the 
examination.  

A majority of examiners must agree to an outcome of Conditional Pass. If the candidacy 
examining committee agrees to a conditional pass for the student, the chair of the 
examining committee will provide in writing within five working days to the Dean, FGSR, 
the graduate coordinator and the student: 

• the reasons for this recommendation, 
• the details of the conditions, 
• the timeframe for the student to meet the conditions, but which should be no less than six weeks 

and no more than six months.  
• the approval mechanism for meeting the conditions (e.g., approval of the committee chair or 

supervisor, or approval of the entire committee, or select members of the committee), and 
• the supervision and assistance the student can expect to receive from committee members 

Conditions are subject to final approval by the Dean, FGSR. At the deadline specified 
for meeting the conditions, two outcomes are possible: 

• All the conditions have been met. In this case, the department will complete the Report of 
Completion of Candidacy Examination form and submit it to the FGSR; or 

• If the conditions are not met by the deadline, the outcome of the examination is a fail and the 
committee must be reconvened to make the recommendation as described in the following 
section . 
Fail: All or all but one of the examiners must agree to an outcome of Fail.  

The options available to the examining committee when the outcome of a student's 
candidacy exam is "Fail" are 

• Repeat the Candidacy: Repeating the Candidacy is not an option after a second failed 
examination. A majority of examiners must agree to an outcome of Fail and Repeat the 
Candidacy. If the student's first candidacy exam performance was inadequate but the student's 
performance and work completed to date indicate that the student has the potential to perform at 
the doctoral level, the examining committee should consider the possibility of recommending 
that the student be given an opportunity to repeat the candidacy exam. Normally, the 
composition of the examining committee does not change for the repeat candidacy exam. 
If the recommendation of a repeat candidacy is formulated by the examining committee and 
approved by the FGSR, the student and graduate coordinator are to be notified in writing of the 
student's exam deficiencies by the chair of the examining committee. The second candidacy 
exam is to be scheduled no later than six months from the date of the first candidacy. In the event 
that the student fails the second candidacy, the examining committee shall recommend one of the 
following two options to the department: 

• Change of Category to a Master's Program: All or all but one of the examiners must agree to 
an outcome of Fail and Change of Category to a Master's Program. This outcome should be 
considered if the student's candidacy examination performance was inadequate and the student's 
performance and work completed to date indicates that the student has the potential to complete 
a master's, but not a doctoral, program; or 



• Termination of the Doctoral Program: All or all but one of the examiners must agree to an 
outcome of Fail and Terminate the Doctoral Program. If the student's performance was 
inadequate, and the work completed during the program is considered inadequate, then the 
examining committee should recommend termination of the student's program. 

If the candidacy examining committee agrees that the student has failed, the committee 
chair will provide the reasons and the recommendation for the student's program to the 
department. The graduate coordinator will then provide this report, together with the 
department's recommendation for the student's program, to the Dean, FGSR, and to the 
student.  

For failed candidacy examinations, an Associate Dean, FGSR, normally arranges to 
meet with the student (and others as required) before acting upon any department 
recommendation.  
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