
 

DOCTORAL STUDIES CHECKLIST 

1. BEFORE APPLYING 

☐  Research schools that have the degree that suits your area of study. 

☐  Research faculty members’ publications and projects. *This helps you know who could serve 
as a potential advisor. 

☐  Talk with a current doctoral student. Most programs have someone in admissions or a 
graduate assistant who can provide insight into the program. 

☐  Review application requirements (i.e. GRE requirements, GPA requirements, application 
materials, transcripts, application fees, entry letter, letters of recommendations, 
prerequisite courses, etc.). 

☐  Deadlines for applications and letters of recommendations. Notification timelines. 

☐  Layout of degree: courses, comprehensive exams, dissertation research, graduation 
requirements, average time to completion. 

☐  If you need financial assistance, look for first-year scholarships, graduate assistantships, and 
financial aid packages. 

☐  See when classes are offered (day/evening; fall, winter, spring, summer) and in what format 
(face-to-face, hybrid, completely online). 

2. DURING THE DEGREE: YOU’RE IN, NOW WHAT? (PRE-COMP EXAM) 

☐  Keep track of course completion. 

☐  Schedule regular meetings with adviser to discuss research plans, work opportunities, and 
specialization courses. 

☐  Keep track of scholarships and research grants. 

☐  Take advantage of conference presentation opportunities and any opportunities to 
collaborate in research. You’ll want to have some conferences or journal submissions 
accepted before graduating. 

☐  Form study groups with classmates. 

☐  Narrow down your research topic. 

☐  Schedule your comprehensive exams (these determine whether you are officially admitted 
into the program). They usually occur after you’ve taken the majority of your classes and 
before the dissertation stage). 

3. PREPPING FOR THE COMPS [COMPREHENSIVE EXAMS] 

☐  Keep track of all readings and assignments for every class leading up to your comp exams. 
These serve as references for your exams. 
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☐  Study your old assignments and readings to truly understand them. 

☐  Your comprehensive exams will either be oral or written, so based on which they are, 
practice that method. 

* For most programs, you’re allowed to take the comps twice. If you do not pass the first time, 
don’t worry. Work with your adviser and prepare for the second round. 

4. YOU PASSED . . . NOW IT’S TIME FOR THE DISSERTATION 

☐  Once you’ve passed your comps, you may have about 2 courses left to complete. Get those 
out of the way. Courses after that will be for your dissertation.  

☐  While you’re completing your final courses, submit your IRB [Institutional Review Board] to 
get your dissertation topic approved. *This can take anywhere from 3 weeks to 3 months, so 
start early. Once your IRB is approved, you can begin you research. 

☐  During this time (or before) form your dissertation committee. This usually consists of 5-6 
faculty members who will guide you through your dissertation and give your final 
examination (aka dissertation defense). 

☐  Submit your dissertation chapters one at a time to your dissertation committee. While they 
read that chapter, begin working on your next one. If they return your chapter saying that it 
needs to be revised, pause your research and revise the chapter. Do this for each one until 
your entire dissertation is approved. This will save you time and energy. 

☐  Once your dissertation is approved, you’ll schedule your defense. This is when you present 
your research and explain it to your committee.  

☐  After passing your dissertation defense, you will be coined “Dr.” and await graduation. *Your 
committee may ask you to revise a few things in your dissertation. Do so and then submit it 
to the graduation office. 

☐  Take a break, celebrate. Then, start the job search! 

*From this point, you’ll receive a checklist from your school for graduation to ensure that you have 
everything ready to officially graduate (ex. graduation fees, dissertation formatting and binding, 
graduation gown and hat, etc.). 

 

As always, this is a general checklist for doctoral studies. Once you have selected a school to complete 
your studies, read their college catalog to make sure that you complete all of the steps needed to 
successfully progress through your degree. Good luck and keep moving forward! 
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