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Putting Together a Committee 
 
By the time you are thinking about comps you should have decided what your Major 
stream is and your Minor stream will be. Ideally the person you think you might want as 
the Chair of your comps committee (and possibly your dissertation advisor) will be 
someone with a strong profile in your major stream.  It makes sense to find a second 
person with complimentary strengths in your minor area, whether that be within the 
Communication and Culture Programme or a person more loosely affiliated with the 
program (as if often the case when a student has a Constructed Minor). Your Chair 
should help you to identify your Major Specific area and how to distinguish it within your 
Major General stream. This will also help you to identify a good candidate for your final 
committee member. Don’t forget that in most cases you will need to have a faculty 
member from either Ryerson University (if you are a York student) or York University (if 
you are a Ryerson student) on your dissertation committee.  This is a good opportunity 
to become familiar with the other university’s Programme faculty strengths and interests 
and to build new academic and mentoring relationships. 
 
You are strongly encouraged to meet with your committee at an early stage in the 
process, generally when you have at least one of your bibliographies in draft form. This 
will allow you to review the comprehensive regulations with your entire committee, 
develop an appropriate timeline for the process, and reaffirm committee member 
responsibilities and student responsibilities. If at all possible, a date that is agreed upon 
by all committee members should be set for both the written exams and the oral exam 
and the appropriate paper work completed; working towards a date from the beginning 
of the process helps to alleviate anxiety and prevents unnecessary delays and 
committee attrition.  
 
Constructing Bibliographies  
 
Most people will start by constructing their Major General list, but the lists can be 
constructed in any order that makes the best use of student and faculty time and 
resources. Most students find that breaking down each of their bibliographies into 
sections based on thematic areas or concepts makes it easier to narrow the list of 
readings and helps them to put draft questions together for each area.   
 
To construct your bibliographies, you can begin by reviewing the large bibliography that 
has been posted online on the Communication & Culture website. Comcult course 
syllabi for courses in your Major and Minor areas (for sections of the courses you have 



taken and others from other instructors as well), directed reading course bibliographies, 
term paper bibliographies, and your SSHRC proposal bibliography are also resources 
from which you may draw readings. 
 
While in the process of constructing each bibliographic list, students can and should 
consult with the committee member(s) whose expertise is most aligned with each 
particular list. For example, the committee member that was chosen based on their 
knowledge of a student’s constructed minor area should be in discussion with the 
student while they are putting together the constructed minor list. Faculty from other 
disciplines (anthropology, design, political science) and Faculties (Business, Fine Arts, 
Environmental Studies, Law) may introduce you to new and interesting material at this 
time. Remember, your comps committee members do not have to be affiliated with the 
Programme (but it is preferred and the chair must be appointed to Communication and 
Culture); so long as they are appointed to the Faculty of Graduate Studies.  
 
When a full draft bibliography has been completed, it should be circulated to all of the 
committee members, with the expectation that they will each provide feedback on it.  
You can circulate the list to your committee by email with each of the committee 
members sending comments back to you individually, you can arrange to meet with 
each committee member individually to go over the list, or you can arrange a meeting 
with all three of your committee members so that you can all review the list together at 
one time. Again, you and your committee are strongly encouraged to meet as a group. 
Bear in mind that in a program as large as ours in which new faculty are constantly 
joining, many faculty members are also new to the process and it helps to have the 
committee Chair explain the process to the committee as a whole. 
 
By this point you may want to start annotating readings and writing summaries of texts.  
You are encouraged to actively engage with the texts and formulate positions that can 
be defended with textual evidence. Of course, if you have done these ‘abstracts’ of texts 
while taking your courses, then you will want to review them and/or focus on newly 
assigned reading. Do not be surprised if texts you originally thought belonged in one 
bibliography get moved into another or if your bibliography’s thematic and conceptual 
sections change as a consequence of your conversations. This is natural and an 
important part of the process of beginning to understand the way fields of scholarship 
are structured and interrelate. It is very difficult to draft questions until you have read a 
substantial amount of the literature in your bibliography so don’t postpone your reading 
or rereading in the service of producing a perfect bibliography! 
 
Preparing Draft Questions 
 
Once your bibliography has been finalized (the whole committee has agreed to the list) 
you should begin working on draft questions. Some students may want to put draft 
questions together when they finish one bibliography and before they go on to compiling 
the next one. This is a good way of keeping materials fresh. 
 



Each student should develop 3 questions for each of the major general, major specific 
and minor areas. To get a sense of the range of questions asked and the way in which 
the questions are structured, students should refer to the template of comprehensive 
exam questions that is provided on the Communication & Culture website.  You can 
choose to develop these questions one area at a time, circulating each area to select 
members of the committee, or you can develop them all at once and then circulate them 
to the entire committee. In either case these questions should be circulated in advance 
of a meeting that has been planned to discuss your questions. Feedback may be 
provided to the student exclusively through email if the committee cannot meet, the 
student cannot be in town and the whole committee has agreed to this.  It is often the 
case that students pose questions that are either too broad and general or too narrow 
and specific. It is the job of the faculty to ensure that the questions are revised to speak 
to general themes, controversies and debates in the fields of scholarship in which you 
are being examined. Even though you will ultimately only answer one of the three 
questions for each area, the process of designing the questions plays a significant part 
in developing the knowledge of the field required to write a good essay in answer to the 
question you ultimately select. 
 
Your committee will likely meet without you for one final review and revision of your 
questions and/or do a final round of emails to ‘tweak’ your questions a bit, but changes 
to the questions at this point will be minor and are usually just designed to focus your 
answers (or to prevent you from submitting essays that you have written before 
receiving the questions!). Once the committee has signed off on both your 
bibliographies and your questions, you are effectively ‘studying’ for about a month. 
 
As the exam approaches you may want to send the chair of the committee a reminder 
that they must submit your final questions to the program director at least 2 WEEKS 
PRIOR to your exam date (or ask Stephanie, Diane or Joanne to do so; faculty get busy 
too). You will receive the questions electronically from the administrative staff, to whom 
you will also submit your answers. Use your essays to address the questions posed to 
you, not to ‘review’ or summarize literature. A good answer will show a sure knowledge 
of the scholarship that is being marshalled in the service of making a distinctive 
argument. A poor answer is one that never fully addresses the question because it 
spends too much time and space summarizing the work of others. You do not need to 
cite all of the literature in your bibliography in your essays.  
 
After you have submitted these essays, you will generally have a waiting period before 
your oral exam. Generally, the oral is organized at the same time that you determine 
when you will write the comps – and must be conducted within four weeks after 
completing the written elements. After a good night out and a good night’s sleep, use 
some of this time to ascertain the strengths and weaknesses of your answers (students 
often thereby anticipate the questions they face at the oral defence). Consider how or if 
you might build upon your answers in developing your dissertation proposal.  Treat the 
oral exam as an opportunity rather than a test; you have the full attention of three 
scholars who are interested in your work (this is, unfortunately, rather rare in the 
academy!). Use their questions to reflect upon your ideas and to think about your future 



plans; it is generally not a good idea to answer questions defensively by complaining 
about not having enough time or enough space to write a complete paper (everyone 
has this complaint). Instead, tell the committee what you would have argued in ideal 
circumstances and/or will explore in your future work. 
 
What if? 
 
What if my committee is unable to meet all at once? 
 
Your committee is strongly encouraged to meet with you both at the beginning of the 
process and to finalize your bibliographies and questions. The administrative staff will 
facilitate this. However, if this is not possible (maybe one member is on sabbatical) you 
can arrange to meet with each of your committee members individually. It is also 
possible to consult with your committee over email, if you and they are comfortable with 
this.   
 
What if I don’t want all of the members on my Comprehensive committee to be on my 
dissertation committee? 
 
The members of your comprehensive committee do not need to be the members of your 
dissertation committee; you are welcome to assemble a different committee for your 
dissertation work. However, when you approach potential comprehensive committee 
members you should be clear regarding you expectations: would you like them to be on 
your dissertation committee, or are you just looking for someone to sit on your 
comprehensive committee? Don’t assume that they will sit on both, scheduling and 
workload may prevent them from committing beyond the comps.   
 
What if I can’t find anyone from the other university that is appropriate for my 
committee? 
 
The general practice is that you should try to have one member from each university on 
your committee.  However, in some cases, depending on your areas of interest this is 
difficult to do; this situation is most likely to arise if you have a constructed minor.  It may 
be possible to forego this one & one requirement but you must meet with your program 
advisor to discuss the matter. She/he can often give permission to waive this 
requirement or they can help you find a suitable committee member.   
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