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Article Info Abstract

This research aims to explore the dimensions and challenges of the PhD
comprehensive exam, proposing an optimal plan for comprehensive assessment.

Avrticle type: The research methodology is qualitative, employing the Educational
Research Article Connoisseurship and Criticism. Purposive, criterion-based sampling was employed.
The sample includes authoritative upstream documents (print/electronic), higher
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and keen observations from festivals, competitions, and virtual networks of PhD
student groups (2019-2026). Data validity was confirmed via triangulation of expert
opinions, qualitative methodology (iterative), and critical validation. Data analysis

Optimal Plan. involved description, interpretation, evaluation, critique, and optimal plan

presentation. The findings revealed that the current comprehensive exam inflicts

Avrticle history: multiple and profound damages on all dimensions of students’ lives, including
Received : 31 October psychological, mental, cognitive, ethical, physical, skill-based, economic,
2025 occupational, and academic aspects. This exam is not only non-comprehensive and
Accepted : 01 February one-dimensional but also disempowering, lacking efficacy even at the lowest levels
2026 of knowledge, skills, and attitudes. Furthermore, it separates practice from theory

and education from research in its evaluation. Therefore, comprehensive assessment
must be redefined based on diverse needs, abilities, talents, interests, and capacities,
and should encompass multidimensional solutions-skill-based, scientific, practical,
artistic, attitudinal, efficient, beneficial, and service-oriented-that have been
explored in the present study.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction
The comprehensive examination in higher education is a significant and challenging milestone for doctoral
students. This examination, which has its roots in the educational systems of the United States and Canada,
is designed to determine a student’s academic qualifications for entering the research phase of the doctoral
program. A similar model is employed in Iran, aiming to assess the full spectrum of educational and
research capabilities of specialized doctoral students.

Despite the pivotal role of this examination in doctoral education, the theoretical and research literature
surrounding it is notably limited. Existing works typically attribute the conceptual origins of the
comprehensive exam to traditional and predominantly one-dimensional evaluation methods, as it often
relies on written and oral tests administered under formal and restrictive conditions. However, in some

universities, it may also be implemented through portfolios or publications.

These traditional foundations, coupled with a lack of robust theoretical literature, have led to profound
challenges in the actual performance of the comprehensive examination. Consequently, despite the
ambitious goals envisioned for this exam, its true nature and effectiveness are increasingly being called into
question. An examination of empirical studies reveals that the comprehensive exam has serious
shortcomings and negative consequences, including forgetting learned material, psychological and social
pressures, and an inability to meet students’ needs. Furthermore, evidence suggests that this exam is unfair
and stifles students’ creativity, critical thinking, and other essential skills and competencies, ultimately
leading to a disheartening experience for many doctoral students. However, despite widespread criticism
and repeated negative experiences, there has still been insufficient research into the hidden dimensions of

the exam and optimal, comprehensive solutions in this regard.

In such circumstances, the present research aims to investigate these challenges and present optimal,
empowering assessment strategies for doctoral students in the field of Educational Sciences. This effort is
particularly important because the field of Educational Sciences is inherently based on interdisciplinary
interactions and connections with diverse scientific fields and contexts. Accordingly, the solutions proposed
in this research have been derived from authentic professional experience, as well as innovative and
entrepreneurial practical activities in intra- and interdisciplinary environments. These insights have also

been gained through field observation in industrial settings, participation in scientific festivals and
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competitions, and presence in research and academic units and centers within professional, social, and

diverse contexts.

Research Questions

Main Question:

What are the challenges and hidden dimensions of the comprehensive doctoral examination in the field
of Educational Sciences, and based on these findings, what comprehensive and empowering plan can be

proposed through engagement in diverse scientific, practical, and interdisciplinary fields?

Sub-questions:
1. How is the comprehensive examination currently implemented in the doctoral system of higher

education in the country?
2. What are the challenges and hidden dimensions of the comprehensive examination in practice?

3. How can an innovative, empowering, and growth-promoting approach be created that facilitates
the multi-dimensional development of doctoral students while simultaneously moving away from

the limitations and harms of the current examination model?

4, What optimal and novel strategies can be proposed for a comprehensive assessment that genuinely

links education, research, and dynamic learning?

Research Method: . The research methodology is qualitative, employing the Educational
Connoisseurship and Criticism. Purposive, criterion-based sampling was employed. The sample includes
authoritative upstream documents (print/electronic), higher education/PhD regulations, comprehensive
exam records (1996-2024), in-depth unstructured interviews with Tehran-based PhD students and
educational science professors, in addition to interdisciplinary entrepreneurial and innovative activities, and
keen observations from festivals, competitions, and virtual networks of PhD student groups (2019-2026).
Data validity was confirmed via triangulation of expert opinions, qualitative methodology (iterative), and
critical validation. “Data analysis encompassed description, interpretation, valuation, critique, and
ultimately, the formulation of an optimal theoretical and practical framework for comprehensive
assessment. This process, by connecting efficient and multidimensional teaching and learning with research
and assessment, created a holistic perspective on the academic curriculum; a perspective that understands

and creates the curriculum in the sense of a “program for life and for educational living.
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Findings: The current comprehensive university examinations are shown to face numerous challenges
and harms, including: unidimensionality, non-compliance with needs, capacities, interests, talents, freedom
of choice, diverse learning pathways, varied teaching and learning methods, multidimensional assessment
and research, and individual differences; lack of added value for the individual and society, inefficiency in
the student’s personal and social life; structural gaps such as: infrastructural problems and disconnects
between education and research, and assessment; challenges in prerequisites; and cognitive, academic,
professional, spiritual, psychological, physical, and ethical harms, etc. Therefore, in the present research,
effective strategies were explored to overcome these challenges and create a valuable and empowering
educational environment without the aforementioned harms. These diverse, comprehensive, and
multidimensional strategies were designed for the comprehensive evaluation of doctoral courses, focusing
on skills, knowledge, technology, art, attitude, efficiency, and utility for individuals and society. The design
was based on the principle of choice, considering needs, capabilities, talents, individual and personality
differences, competencies, interests, and numerous capacities. These strategies include: Writing a book
with the supervision and support of the university and professors; writing thoughtful and intellectual
scientific and practical manuscripts; producing a scientific-educational and research journal or monthly;
teaching and instructing knowledge and skills; real-world performance-based assessment aligned with the
specialized field; brainstorming and explaining ideas within the scope of expertise and field; presenting
immediate and applicable mini-projects; creating educational stories; creating scientific games and
exhibitions; creating educational scientific films; creating educational scenarios that can be accompanied
by problem-solving or solutions in the format of videocasts or podcasts; assessment through the
presentation of scientific and skill-based infographics; producing and creating scientific poetry; achieving
awards in scientific and research competitions in various formats; presenting a product that can be used in
assessment, education, and research; and in cases of examination, innovative and revised exams that address
the shortcomings of current exams, reduce the resources and volume of the exam, and give the student the
choice to express their knowledge or use alternative methods for assessment, including: problem-based
exams, summarization, report writing, content creation, educational notes, presenting comprehension of
scientific learning in specialized subject areas through posters, infographics, educational clips, and

podcasts.

These innovative solutions transform the comprehensive assessment from a daunting obstacle into a

golden opportunity for the growth, innovation, and genuine service of doctoral students. This
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transformation revolutionized theoretical and practical perspectives on assessment, leading to the creation

of the theoretical-practical framework of “Empowering Comprehensive Assessment and Curriculum.”

Discussion: The discussion regarding challenges and findings indicates that although the comprehensive
examination is defined with the aim of comprehensiveness and empowerment, in reality, it possesses an in-
comprehensive, unidimensional, and inefficient nature, both in terms of prerequisites and assessment.
Furthermore, this examination is not merit-based and carries extensive harms in the spiritual, psychological,
mental, cognitive, ethical, physical, skill-based, economic, professional, academic, social, and other
dimensions, which are also confirmed by empirical evidence. However, in the solution-providing section,
one-dimensional solutions at a limited level have been proposed as replacements for the traditional method,
without considering the dimensions and complexity of assessment comprehensiveness based on conditions,
capabilities, talents, and the effective link between education, research, and assessment. Therefore, the
present research sought to offer solutions that are not only non-harmful but also enhance cognitive abilities
at various levels, promote skill development and empowerment, foster multifaceted growth and flourishing,
and bring educational enjoyment to the assessment process, effectively linking the domains of education,
assessment, and research. Based on this research, suggestions can be made at practical and policy-making,
supportive, theoretical, educational, and operational levels, for executive-level centers, institutions,
universities, and research bodies, to create flexible and adaptable frameworks based on the achievements

of the research’s practical and theoretical plan.

Keywords: Comprehensive exam, Doctoral course, hidden dimensions of graduate education,

Presenting a Comprehensive and Optimal Plan.
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