
ATSC Comprehensive Exam 
 
Atmospheric Sciences PhD Program 
 
Welcome to the PhD program in Atmospheric Science at UBC! To maintain consistency with our 
program across the different Departments and faculties that offer an ATSC PhD at UBC, there 
may be some slight differences in the requirements for your PhD relative to other disciplines in 
your Department, particularly for the comprehensive exam, an important milestone in your PhD. 
This document aims to outline the expectations for your ATSC Comprehensive Exam. 
 
As with all UBC PhD programs, you are expected to complete your comprehensive exam 
(advance to PhD candidacy) within the first 24 months of your PhD program, and MUST 
advance to candidacy within 36 months unless an extension is granted. Please see your 
Department guidelines for general information on PhD structure and comprehensive exams 
(e.g. here for Earth, Ocean and Atmospheric Sciences). 
 
The guidelines below should help you and your supervisory committee prepare and complete 
your ATSC-PhD comprehensive exam.  
 
In addition to the standard requirements of a PhD research proposal, an ATSC-PhD 
comprehensive exam covers three levels of knowledge:  
1. Basic but broad atmospheric knowledge. This is specified by students reading one of the 
following (agreed with the advisor or committee within the first 6 months of the program): 

- Atmospheric Science - An Introductory Survey (Wallace and Hobbs) 
- Practical Meteorology: An Algebra-based Survey of Atmospheric Science (Stull) 
- A reading list (or list of topics) set by the adviser or committee 

This knowledge is tested during the oral exam by one faculty member outside of the PhD 
committee.  
 
2. Synthesis of knowledge regarding the research topic. This is tested by a 20 minute 
presentation of your proposed PhD research followed by an oral exam. 
 
3. Specific advanced knowledge focused in three areas. This can include required courses at 
the discretion of the supervisory committee. Each topic is tested with a project, which likely 
includes a final report, and is presented during an oral exam. Projects can, at the discretion of 
the advisor or supervisory committee, be completed as part of a directed studies course. More 
details on this aspect of the comprehensive exam are provided below. 
 
Once the three projects are completed to the satisfaction of the committee members, and the 
research proposal has been sent to the committee, the candidate takes an oral examination, 
typically lasting 2-3 hours, in which they briefly present the outcomes of the three projects and 
how they have or will aid the dissertation research (~5-10 minutes for each project), and then 
present their research proposal (~20 minutes). This presentation is followed by questions on the 
projects by the PhD committee, questions on the research proposal by the PhD committee, and 



the broad atmospheric knowledge questions from the faculty member outside of the PhD 
committee. 
The student must pass all components of the exam, i.e. oral basic questions on atmospheric 
science, presentation of research proposal, questions focused on the PhD topic/research 
proposal, and each of the three specific advanced knowledge components. Unless otherwise 
specified by your Department, there are four possible outcomes to your comprehensive exam: 

i. a clear pass 
ii. pass with conditions 
iii. failure with the option to retake the examination once, within 6 months. 
iv. failure and dismissal.  

 
Specific advanced knowledge component 
Commonly these are set as three projects (one from each committee member), which are 
specified and designed in collaboration with the student. By setting projects, instead of oral 
examinations, there is less weight on performance during exam conditions, and more 
assessment of research skills. All projects should help build specific knowledge, analysis skills 
and/or modelling/data collection skills that are likely to be useful during your PhD research. 
Projects can, at the discretion of the advisor or committee, be completed as part of a directed 
studies course.  
 
It is recommended (but not required) that these three projects consist of: 

1. A literature review of a particular topic, with written report and/or presentation to 
research group 

2. Statistical analysis/verification of existing data 
3. Modeling/coding/data analysis.  

 
Each project should take no more than one month to complete. In cases where required 
courses were also set by the supervisory committee, projects can be one week in length each, 
with reading lists sent in advance. It is recommended that each of three committee members 
focuses on assigning and examining one project. Students should receive a document from 
each committee member outlining the project, including any required reading, the requirements 
of the project (specific topics, simulations, scope of data analysis etc), the required outcomes 
(written report and/or seminar presentation, etc), and the deadline. Students are encouraged to 
play an active role in defining these projects, and can negotiate the required outcomes and 
timeline with the supervisory committee. All projects should help the student’s thesis. 
 
Examples of projects include (but are not limited to): literature review with a seminar-style 
presentation to a research group; limited scope modelling project, e.g. running a case study 
using a weather model, running a specific simulation or simulations with a climate model or 
other numerical model, with a project report and/or presentation to research group; limited 
scope analysis of existing data, e.g. CMIP data, satellite data etc. 


