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MA Comparative Studies: non-thesis option 
 
Barry,  
 
The Graduate School Curriculum Committee (GSCC) met on October 23 and, among its 
agenda items, considered the proposal to add a nonthesis option to the established MA in 
Comparative Studies.  I’m writing to summarize the GSCC discussion of the proposal and 
outline the next steps in the approval process.  
 
The GSCC felt that the rationale for establishing a nonthesis option was clear and its 
implementation well within the graduate school guidelines.  However, there was discussion 
about how some aspects of the nonthesis option would be executed and the committee felt 
some clarification would be helpful.  No oral component to the nonthesis exam was proposed 
and none is required.  However, in the option of producing a substantial paper of publishable 
quality, it is clear that faculty judgment and guidance is required.  How this will be provided 
was unclear.  Some programs utilize an advisory feedback meeting after submission of such 
a paper, somewhat similar to an oral exam.  Alternatively, committee members may be 
examining the paper (and the student) during its writing.  The committee felt it would be 
helpful to have a more detailed description of how the committee will interact with the student 
and how the student might defend/discuss his/her paper.  Such clarification would be 
beneficial to students who wish to pursue this option. 
 
Please submit a revised copy of the proposal to me.  The GSCC would like to have a final 
look at the updated version prior to its moving forward in the approval process.  The proposal 
should then be ready for review by the Graduate Council.  Following Graduate Council, the 
proposal will be released to the Council on Academic Affairs for their review.   
 
Please don’t hesitate to contact me with questions or clarifications.  
 
Many thanks, 

 
Scott Herness 
Associate Dean 
The Graduate School 
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Proposed Revisions to Comparative Studies MA requirements 

In light of the Grad School looking to establish other options for completing the MA (i.e. 
“Master’s examination non-thesis policy”), the Department of Comparative Studies is seeking to 
revise its existing requirements.  

Currently, the Department of Comparative Studies requires all MA students to complete a 
Thesis to be awarded the MA degree. The department proposes to add the Non-Thesis option 
(which may include completion of Doctoral Candidacy Exams) as an alternative. This change 
will expedite the progress both of students completing the terminal MA and of students pursuing 
the PhD to completion of the degree. 

The existing rules provided by the Grad School state: 

Thesis. The master’s examination for a student pursuing the thesis option must include an 
oral portion and may include a written portion. The master’s examination need not be 
confined to the thesis topic. 

Non-Thesis. The master's examination for a student pursuing the non-thesis option must 
include a written portion and may include an oral portion. The written portion may be in 
the form of an examination (in which case it should be at least four hours in length) or a 
substantial paper or project appropriate to the discipline and consistent with best practices 
in the field. (see: http://www.gradsch.ohiostate.edu/6.2-masters-examination.html) 

In light of these rules, Comparative Studies proposes: 

1) For students who do not continue to the PhD program (Terminal MA degree):  

a) Continue to offer MA Thesis option for those seeking terminal MA degree.  

b) Create non-thesis MA “exam” option or small “substantial” written paper. The “exam” 
option would be a four-hour written exam that demonstrates advanced knowledge of the 
field, including at least one question from each of two faculty advisors. Or students can 
produce a “substantial” written paper--a paper of publishable length and substance that 
also demonstrates advanced knowledge of the field--under the guidance of at least two 
faculty advisors who would meet with the student to discuss the paper's development as it 
is being written and who would then agree upon its readiness for publication. 

2) For MA students who declare their intention to move into the PhD program: 

a) In AU of the student’s second year, the student must submit a letter of intent either to 
continue on to the PhD program or to complete the terminal MA degree. Permission to 
continue to the PhD program will depend upon the student’s satisfactory progress toward 
the MA degree, and permission to continue will be granted with the approval of the 
student’s advisor and the Graduate Studies Committee. 
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b) Students who are not given approval to continue to the PhD program will be expected 
to complete the terminal MA degree, and can do so by completing either the Thesis or the 
Non-Thesis option. 

c) Students approved to continue to the PhD program may either: 1) complete the MA 
(ordinarily by the end of the second year upon completion of either the thesis or non-
thesis option) and be awarded the MA degree at that time, or 2) complete coursework for 
the PhD and be awarded the MA degree upon successful completion of Doctoral 
Candidacy exams (the MA is awarded by fulfilling the Non-Thesis option). 

 

Justifications 

1) Allows for accelerated completion of course work in PhD program (by approximately one 
semester), though still leaves time open for taking other courses/fulfilling language requirements 
if necessary. 

2) The “substantial” paper option offers the opportunity for students to publish a text (the typical 
length of a MA thesis is not suited to publication). 

3) Importance of these revisions for length of grad funding offered to students (especially under 
rules of continuous enrollment). 

4) Lessens length of time to candidacy exams. 

5) Revisions will allow the department to compete for BA students applying straight into PhD 
programs elsewhere (and sometimes given MA retroactively). Benchmark programs include the 
History of Consciousness program at UC Santa Cruz, which only takes PhD students, or the 
program in Comparative Studies in Discourse and Society at University of Minnesota, where 
“students normally are not admitted to work toward the M.A. degree.” BA students would still 
enter under “MA/PhD” category but would accelerate into PhD program more quickly. 

6) In the event that a student does not complete their dissertation, they would still be awarded a 
terminal MA degree after fulfillment of the Candidacy Exams or either the thesis or non-thesis 
option. 

7) Students entering the program with the BA only are expected to complete exams by the end of 
the 7th or 8th semester of study. Students entering with the MA are expected to complete exams 
by the end of the 5th or 6th semester. 
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